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PREFATORY NOTE 


It is impossible to write in the English tongue 
about Chehov without acknowledging the work of 
Mrs. Garnett: doubly impossible when you have 
helped yourself liberally to her able translations. 
I have done so in the case of certain passages 
which I have quoted directly from the Chatto and 
Windus editions of Chehov’s Letters and Tales. 
In the face of Mrs. Garnett’s excellent version, it 
would have been almost ungracious were I to have 
gone to the trouble of makmg my own. When I 
have done so, it is only because I could not, at the 
time, lay my hand on her work; or when I have 
quoted from Chehov’s Plays, or Diary; or from such 
letters as do not appear in Mrs. Garnett’s book, 
which, however, contains the most interesting let- 
ters from the six volumes published in Russian. 
I must, therefore, in justice to Mrs. Garnett, refer 
to those quotations from the Letters and Tales 
which have been done by myself. They appear, 
respectively, on pp. 35, 59 (i), 78 (ii), 80 (i), 
85 (i), 87 (i), 90, 92 (ii), 97; and pp. 38, 105, 110, 
111, 112, 114-123, 129, 130, 140, 141, 159 (ii), 
160, 165, 166, 169, 170, 171, 179 (il). 
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Nor is translation from the Russian such an 
easy matter. (And let me digress here for a 
moment.) The chief difficulty is that when a 
Russian sentence is rendered into English, it is 
found to contain some superfluous matter which 
does not add to the meaning of it. But should 
one omit it, one would not only abridge the text 
by thirty per cent, but would convey no idea of 
the emotional balance of the sentence. What 
would be redundancy in English, in Russian is 
very often a source of emphasis and beauty. And 
Chehov’s sentences have a very distinctive melodic 
strain which one is loth to miss. Moreover, certain 
turns of speech, thrown in casually and imper- 
ceptibly in Russian because they are in colloquial 
use, seem ponderous and academic when turned 
into the corresponding English. Translations from 
the Russian will never quite succeed in being 
natural. But Mrs. Garnett has contrived to make 
the best of what needs must remain a bad job. 

There is a type of Chehov’s work, however, 
which will defy all efforts of translators—the 
lighter comedy, which is dependent for its humour 
on the dialects and mannerisms of various well- 
known types of the community. Chehov has not 
a few short stories of this kind (belonging to his 
earlier period), which make poor reading in Eng- 


lish. The Wedding is that type of play. A vet- 
[ viii | 


PREFATORY NOTE 


eran naval captain, who has been invited to a 
lower-middleclass wedding because the bride’s 
parents were anxious to entertain a “General,” 
surprises them by his conduct. Seeing a sailor 
across the table, he becomes more and more remi- 
niscent, and, as the feast proceeds, begins giving the 
various naval commands, to the annoyance of his 
hosts, and, in the end, even rises from the table 
and shouts them out as though he were on board 
his old ship. Which is very funny. The more’s 
the pity that such work must needs be unintelli- 
gible to Western readers. 

The quotations from the Plays are of my own 
translation, though now and then [I have used parts 
of Mr. Julius West’s version (Duckworth) ; 
and the quoted items from Chehov’s Note-books 
are taken from Mr. S. S. Koteliansky’s and Mr. 
Leonard Woolf’s translation, published by The 
Hogarth Press. To the translators and publishers 
of these books I am indebted. 

I am indebted to Mr. John Middleton Murry 
for permission to use his method of construction, 
as outlined in his book of essays, The Countries of 
the Mind. I have, in all essentials, lifted the head- 
ings of my chapters from him that they may the 
better represent his definitions of each of the five 
“movements” which comprise a critical examina- 
tion of this kind. But I venture to express the 
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hope that any failure on my part to use his method 
to advantage will not be identified with the intrin- 
sic value of his method. 

The biographical section (Chapter III) is, to 
some extent, based on Michael Chehov’s account. 


W. A. G. 
May, 1923. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


THE EFFECT OF HIS WORK, ITS PECULIAR 
UNIQUENESS 


I 


THERE is an experience familiar to travellers. 
You sit at the train window, and the train shoots 
through the approaches of some big town, and 
you see tall squalid houses with the washing hang- 
ing out of the window, or perhaps a carpet being 
beaten in the yard; and your thoughts shoot back 
to those houses, carpets, linen, and the people 
living in their atmosphere. How strange, you 
think, that what is alien to you should be to them 
the very fibre of existence. And you become aware 
of the diversity of life, and of your hopeless handi-. 
cap in keeping pace with eae is too big, too™ 
quick, too varied—and of your puny, puny self. 

The approach is from without (involving the 
particular thrill described) ; the experience, from 
within: it is we who live these hitherto unsus- 
pected lives with the acuteness, with the privacy, 
indeed, of reminiscence. We say as we read 
Chehov: “How true to our own experience!’ 
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But we are g new, undBeavaed lives. How 
is it? Becausé in truth there seems nothing that 
Chehov does not know. And the test? The test 
is that the truth that there is nothing that we do 
not know does not occur to us till we are reading 
him, and then we say: “How true to life.” 
Why? It may be that, accustomed to a cruder 
literature and cruder intercourse, we deemed ir- 
rational, irrelevant thought as in some manner 
‘illegitimate,’ perverse—-a sort of growth confined 
to our own eccentric self, and so kept it back on 
the subconscious threshold. How deceived we 
were as to its importance. For life is more com- 
plex, fluid and elusive, not than we had privately 
suspected (for potentially in a semi-conscious, in- 
articulate way, we are all of us profoundly subtle), 
but than we had expected to be told by others, 
much less to see in print. One of the chief delights 
of reading Chehov is the discovery that our 
vaguely apprehended, half-suspected thoughts con- 


gorse the fluidness, complexity, and elusiveness 


of life have been confirmed articulately and in 
print. 

It is as if all along we had suspected that the 
private and unnoticed little things in life were the 
important ones; but had thought it necessary to 
present ourselves to our fellows in a stiff intel- 
lectual shirt-front. Chehov has eased our joints 
with candour. To-day it is more difficult to 
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pretend, more difficult to keep up an attitude of 
insincerity in literature, to affect a thing—even 
if your affectation be sincerity, a professed dislike 
of affectation! For this. modern literature has the 
great Russian novelists to thank. The individual 
“feel” of livmg must have been essentially the 
same for many ages back. It is impossible to 
credit that the inner, private life of our ancestors 
was quite as smooth and simple and direct as it 
was handed down to us in the fiction of their day, 
with its somewhat formal, as if ‘dressed up,’ 
emotion. Where is the documentary evidence 
of their reactions to the subconscious side of life? 
Where is their complex inner life, which, if it was 
anything like our own, must have been strangely 
at variance with their smooth accounts of it? The 
older novelists, we suspect, reported life not as it 
was really lived, but as they thought it should be 
lived, or as they thought that others thought life 
was, or should be, lived. Perhaps the more rigid 


rules of life that held them caused them to dis~@ 


trust their inner sense in favour of the accepted 
forms and standards and conventions; bullied it, 
in fact, into timid acquiescence. For it is not till 
one’s half-conscious suspicions are encouraged and 
confirmed by comparison with similar experiences 
of some one other than oneself that one is at all 
convinced that one’s inner sense of things, dis- 
cordant as it is with the accepted formal life of 
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‘ fact, is not an idiosyncrasy peculiar to oneself 


alone, but the real life experienced by every 
human being. And it is because there is in Che- 
hov’s works that fluid undercurrent by which we 
recognise existence, because we see that he at least 
did not simplify life in order to round off his 
picture of it (the loose-end nature of it being just 
the picture he has set out to portray), and because 
in a complex version there are necessarily more 
points of affinity than in a simplified and stripped 
account of human life, that we recognise ourselves 
in mental and eniotional experiences in point of 
fact unknown to us. 

His is the art of creating convincing illusions 
of the life that is. And ‘the life that is’ is what 
is in the material sense of reality, plus all the 
romantic illusions and dreams, plus all the sneak- 
ing, private, half-conscious perceptions, suspicions, 
sensations that go side by side with the ‘official,’ 
barren life of fact. It is the wanton incompati- 


. bility of the reality of life with our romantic, 


smoother private visions of what life ought to be, 
and that, together, makes our life seem what it 
is, with its makeshifts, self-deception, contradic- 
tion, and emotional misunderstanding of individual 
and mutual sensibilities, which has seized him, 
and, because he saw beauty in it, has made him a 
creative artist. 

How did he come to see beauty in it? Because, 


ett 3 


ANTON CHEHOV 


I think, he must have felt: now that is life; but 
somehow we expected, and go on expecting, in 
defiance of reality, that life ought to be more: 
we sense a kind of absolute beauty which is more 
like a song or a poem—‘romantic’—and this is 
the comic pathos of our falling short of it. Why 
is there a decided sense of beauty about a child 
cherishng illusions? Why is there a_ pathetic 
beauty about the child losing those illusions? 
Why is there beauty in that tale of his about the 
little grocer’s boy (Vanka Zshukov), who, because 
he was home-sick and ill-treated at the shop, wrote 
a letter to his grandfather in the village begging 
him to take him home at any cost, and after drop- 
ping the letter, insufficiently addressed, into the 
pillar-box, had happy dreams? Why? Unless it 


be that the inadequacy of what is throws the 


dream of that which ought to be into relief. We 
are born with a sense of paradise in us. Perhaps 
we do not go there, and it is only as though we 
had come from there. 


And this perpetual dissatisfaction with herself 
and everyone else, this series of crude mistakes 
which stand up like a mountain before one when- 
ever one looks upon one’s past, she would accept 
as her real life to which she was fated, and she 
would expect nothing better. . . . Of course 
there was nothing better! Beautiful nature, 
dreams, music, told one story, but reality another. 

rs 
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Evidently truth and happiness existed somewhere 
outside real life. . . . [At Home.] 


“Tet me remind you,” he writes in a letter, 
“that the writers who, we say, are for all time or 
are simply good, and who intoxicate us, have one 
common and very important characteristic: they 
are all going towards something and are sum- 
moning you towards it too, and you feel, not with 
your mind, but with your whole being, that they 
have some object. . . . The best of them are 
realistic and paint life as it is, but, through every 
line’s being soaked in the consciousness of an ob- 
ject, you feel, besides life as it is, the life which 
ought to be, and that captivates you.” ‘This is 
the precise quality of Chehov’s own writing— 
not less so because, in ‘a moment of depression, in 
his letter he laments the absence of these laudable 
characteristics from the writing of himself and his 
contemporaries. He, even more distinctly than 
his predecessors, makes us feel that he is going 
out and drawing us ‘towards something’ tran- 
scendental. 

The sense of living is a several-fold experience 
consisting, as it were, of several layers of percep- 
tion. We recognise life when we sense it. And 
the reason that so often we do not recognise life 
in the books that we read is, apart from any 
question of skill on the part of the writer, because 
one or more of the ‘layers’ of perception having 
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been omitted by him, our sense of life is incom- 
plete, impaired—not representative of life’s flavour 
as we know it. Such writing, whatever its other 
merits, is less rich, if not less true. ‘Romantic’ 
fiction, therefore, expressing the smooth dreamy 
side of life divorced from most material reality; 
the so-called “realistic” fiction employing real 
material facts with the smooth directness only pos- 
sible in a romance, and, while ignoring the ir- 
rational dreamy side of life, flattering itself naively 
on being ‘true to life’ and ‘realistic’, and, lastly, 
‘Introspective’ fiction, ‘top-heavy’ in so far as 
the detail of its means tends to exceed its own 
artistic end, are each necessarily poorer, thinner 
than the balanced combination of their elements. 
And it is this balance of the three elements that 
gives his work a life-like touch, removes him alto- 
gether from the musty flavour of tradition 
which attaches to the sedate profession of 
letters. When we read Chehov we somehow for- 
get all literary associations. It is as if, forsaking 
our various professions, we stepped aside to get a 
better view of life. And then it seems as if all 
other men of letters who lived on literature had 
done no more than step aside henceforth to walk 
outside and beside life. Chehov is mdeed more 
than life in the sense that he is the quintessence of 
it. One forgets that it is books he is writing, that, 
like others, he must wield a pen, use words; the 
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medium seems accidental. He is concerned with 
life, with the whole of life since the particular is 
unsatisfying, with the particular because the whole 
of life cannot be focussed into vividness; and the 
particular which must needs exclude alternatives” 
reminds him of what he is missing. 

““ “Why are thy songs so short? a bird was once 
asked. ‘Is it because thou art short of breath? 

““*T have very many songs, and I should like to 
sing them all.’ ” 

This fragment from Daudet is jotted down in 
one of Chehov’s note-books. And certainly it is 
all but useless to classify his subject-matter. It 
encompasses all kinds of Russian life that one can 
think of; and it is the consummative variety of his 
works remembered as a whole that fills one with 
a mingled sense of wonder and of lost oppor- 
tunities—a sense which springs from the realisa- 
_ tion of the vast variety of existence, impossible to 
experience since life is given but once, and stingily 
at that. It is in the essence of things that our 
appetite tends to imcrease in proportion to our 
knowledge of the things we miss, must needs go 
_ on doing so. But we do not propose to slacken 
our pace for all that, and readers of Chehov may 
perhaps console themselves, because, to some ex- 
tent at all events, literature like his may take the 
place of actual experience, without the physical 
exertion, sacrifices, inconvenience, and pain that 
is inseparable from the business of living; and 
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when they die they may. congratulate themselves 
on having lived a:hundred lives—but paid for 
one! 
Progression means a succession of lost oppor- 
tunities. And this is where Chehov grips us. The 


‘element that makes for his disquieting appeal is 


determined by this phenomenon. But to call 
him a pessimist is absurd. Nevertheless, this view 
of him is often held, not only by persons upon 
whom it is forced by the inevitable inadequacy 
of translations, but equally by those who read him 
in his native tongue. Perhaps progression as 
interpreted above would scarcely appear a cheer- 
ful proposition. It is a series of ‘farewells,’ sad, 
if you will, but yet inevitable, and beautiful be- 
cause of their inherent quality of cosmic inevit- 
ability. The pessimistic attitude towards such 
phenomena would be one of whining at the fail- 
ing in our common nature—an attitude extreme, 
crippled, and one-sided. Because it is unjust to 
life. For we are not even able to imagine the 
alternative of a transitory existence. ‘To rebel 
against it, therefore, would be unjust. It would, 
as a practical proposition, be absurd. Chehov, — 
though the melancholy beauty of his plays and 
stories is the melancholy of a transitory world, 
cannot be called a pessimist, in the face of the 
ridiculous implication of such an attitude. A 
pessimistic attitude would mean that he had no 
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sense of proportion; and it is perhaps the chief 
determining cause of his sensibility that he had, 
if ever a man had, a perfect sense of proportion. 
The optimistic attitude, on the other hand, being 
uncalled for by the delusive nature of happiness, 
is not altogether his either. For, says Colonel 
Vershinin in the Three Sisters: “Recently I have 
been reading the diary of a certain French cabinet 
minister, written while he was in prison. With 
what rapture, what joy, he alludes to the birds he 
sees through the prison window, which he hadn’t 
noticed while he was a minister. Now that he is 
released, of course, as before, he doesn’t notice the 
birds. So you won’t notice Moscow, when you. 
come to, live in it. We have no happiness, and. . 
there is none; we only long for it.” It is better 
to dream of paradise than to go there. For when 
you know you cease to care. Happiness, as we 
learn in retrospect, is when we feel we have a 
heaven in reserve. It was not apathy alone that 
kept the three sisters from embarking on the train 
to Moscow, but a suspicion deep down in their 
hearts that the climax coming at the end of the 
crescendo is generally somewhat disappointing. 
For lack of any further heaven in reserve. And 
this needs must be so, since there seems no exis- 
tence outside motion. ‘The stationary nature of 
happiness is a delusion. Faust wished he could 
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say to a single moment: “Verweile noch, dw bist- 
so schén!” It was an impossible demand; a con- 
tradiction in terms; a negation of life, and with 
it of beauty. Chehov was neither pessimist nor 
optimist. To him life is neither horrible nor 
happy, but unique, strange, Meeting, beautiful, 
and awful. 

And all the time, while life is passing, always 
you can feel in him that aching isolation of the 
individual soul. “As I shall lie in the grave 
alone so in fact I live alone,” is a thought jotted 
down in his note-book. His gay, companionable 
people laugif but live alone. And mutely, by the 
mere fact of their presence upon earth, each seems 


_ to put a question. 


9? 


“Yes, no one knows the real truth, 
thought Laevski, looking wearily at the dark, rest- 
less sea. [The Duel.] 

“It flings the boat back,” he thought;. “she 
makes two steps forward and one step back; but 
the boatmen are stubborn, they work the oars 
unceasingly, and are not afraid of the high waves. 
The boat goes on and on. Now she is out of 
sight, but in half an hour the boatmen will see 
the steamer lights distinctly, and within an hour 
they will be by the steamer ladder. So it is in 
life. . . . In the search for truth man makes 
two steps forward and one step back. Suffering, 
mistakes, and weariness of life thrust them back, 
but the thirst for bie 7 stubborn will drive 

13 


ANTON CHEHOV 


them on and on. And who knows? Perhaps they 
will reach the real truth at last.” 


And it would seem as if the whole significance 
of life reposed on the validity of that “perhaps.” 


II 


It is his sense of justice that is at the back of 
his discriminating faculty. In Enemies he writes: 


The doctor stood, leaning with one hand on the 
edge of the table, and looked at Abogin with that 
profound and somewhat cynical, ugly contempt 
only to be found in the eyes of sorrow and in- 
digence when they are confronted with well- 
nourished comfort and elegance. 

. . . All the way home the doctor thought 
not of his wife, not of his Andrei, but of Abogin 
and the people in the house he had just left. His 
thoughts were unjust and inhumanly cruel. He 
condemned Abogin and his wife and Papchinski 
and all who lived in rosy, subdued light among 
sweet perfumes, and all the way hdme he hated 
and despised them till his head ached. And a 
firm conviction concerning those people took shape 
in his mind. 

Time will pass and Kirilov’s sorrow will pass, 
but that conviction, unjust and unworthy of the 
human heart, will not pass, but will remain in the 
doctor’s mind to the grave. 


In his note-book there is this delightful frag- 
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ment which is like a comical pendant to the idea 
expressed in E’nemies: 


The nobleman X. sold his estate to N. with 
all the furniture, stock, etc., but he took away 
everything else, even the oven dampers, and after 
that N. hated all noblemen. 


Human nature, he perceives, is sometimes sub- 
tle to an extraordinary degree, if analysed. And 
yet the experience which in literature we hail as 
remarkable is possibly familiar to us in real life. 
Soléni in the Three Sisters is said to be quite a 
good and sensible fellow provided he is alone with 
you, but in the company of other people he be- 
comes unspeakably silly. He constantly comes up 
to Baron Tuzenbach, with whom he is on very 
friendly terms when they are alone, and engages 


‘ in ‘significant. but meaningless remarks, for, no 


reason at all—or because he is shy and somewhat 
bored. A similar discernment shows in a jotting 
in one of Chehov’s note-books. X. and Z., who 
are good friends, begin, immediately they meet 
each other in the company of others, to chaff each 
other a little viciously—out of shyness. Possibly 
the idea which he first jotted down in his note- 
book as it occurred to him he subsequently realized 
in the Three Sisters. At any rate, it is very 
delightful. No doubt the average intelligent 
person is aware of making similar discoveries in 
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the course of the routine of life (or it would not 
occur to him to applaud the thing when seen in 
print). But the average intelligence does not 
usually communicate these subtle observations 
to another, much less set them down in writ- 
ing. In the average mind the discovery scarcely 
assumes the shape of words. It comes and goes, 
leaving no impression. And it is the expression 
of it that is a nerve-racking experience, or, as Mr. 
Arnold Bennett once put it: “It is the writing 
which hastens death.” 

At least one-half of Chehov’s attitude to life 
was humorous. Apart from his farces, his 
humour was of that high comedic quality: never 
quite divorced from a suspicion of tragedy. It 
is warm and human. 

An example from his note-book: 


N. tells how forty years ago X., a wonderful 
and extraordinary man, had saved the lives of five 
people, and N. feels it strange that every one lis-' ~ 
tened with indifference, that the history of X. is 
already forgotten and uninteresting. 

In the rough draft of the Three Sisters the 
schoolmaster, a self-sufficient bore, says: “I’m a 
jolly fellow. I infect every one with my mood.” 
He is Masha’s husband. Irina, Miasha’s sister, 
comments: “Masha’s out of sorts to-day. She 
married when she was eighteen, when he seemed 
to her the wisest of men. And now it’s different. 
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He’s the kindest man, but not the wisest.” And 
towards the end of the drama, when the sensitive, 
discriminating sisters are deeply moved and 
melancholy, the rather stupid optimistic school- 
master holds forth: “But I’ve been lucky all my 
life. I’m happy, and I even have the Stanislaus 
Cross, second grade. . . . Of course, I’m a 
‘clever man, much cleverer than many, but happi- 
ness doesn’t only lie in that.” 

On Irina’s birthday he gives her a present: 
“It’s the history of our High School during the 
last fifty years, written by myself. In this book 
you will find a list of all those who have taken the 
full course at our High School during these last 
fifty years.” The humour is indeed comi-tragic! 

To take a few more examples from his note- 


books: 


He had nothing in his soul except recollections 
of his schooldays as a cadet. 

He hoped to win two hundred thousand in a 
lottery, twice in succession, because two hundred 
thousand would not be enough for him. 

A certain captain taught his daughter the art 
of fortification. 

A. schoolboy treats a lady to dinner in a res- 
taurant. He has only one rouble twenty copecks. 
The bill comes to four roubles thirty copecks. He 
has no money and begins to cry. The proprietor 
boxes his ears. He was talking to the lady about 
Abyssinia. 
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He learnt Swedish [Norwegian?] in order to 
study Ibsen, spent a lot of time and trouble, and 
suddenly realised that Ibsen was not important; 
he could not conceive what use he could now 
make of the Swedish language. 

A Government clerk gave his son a thrashing 
because he had only obtained five marks in all his 
subjects at school. It seemed to him not good 
enough. When he was told that he was in the 
wrong, that five is the highest mark obtainable, 
he thrashed his son again—out of vexation with 
himself. 

A young man collected a million stamps, lay 
down on them, and shot himself. 

“Your fiancée is very pretty.” “To me all 
women are alike.” 

An old man of eighty says to another old man 
of sixty: “You ought to be ashamed, young man.” 

In the daytime conversations about the loose 
manners of the girls in secondary schools, in the 
evening a lecture on degeneration and the de- 
cline of everything, and at night, after all this, 
one longs to shoot oneself. 


It has been said that some of the items jotted 
down in Chehov’s note-books are trashy. Well 
they might be, since they were meant to be put 
into the mouths of trashy people. When Chehov 
wants to lapse into the minor key he selects mate- 
rial that borders on the humorous. Olga tells 
Irina that when the Baron left the army and 
came to them in plain clothes she began crying 
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because he seemed so bad-looking (Three Sisters). 
He asked her why she was crying. How could 
she tell him? Natasha, Andrei’s fiancée, who is 
reproved by Olga, and commented upon by 
Masha for the way she dresses, in her turn three 
years afterwards reproves Irina for her belt, 
which she describes as “‘an error of taste.” From 
the timid fiancée that she had been in the first 
act, Natasha, when she marries Andrei, gradually, 
through a kind of peaceful penetration, becomes 
mistress of the household. She is just a little 
vulgar, but she does not see it, and actually re- 


proves Masha for her fresh and boisterous lan- 


guage, which to Natasha’s unsuspecting soul ap- 
pears indelicate! She, whose genteel provincial- 
ism grates on the others, apes the manners of the 
nobility, and interjects in French (a practice con- 
doned some thirty years before, but, by the time 


_ she has adopted it, already looked upon as a lit- 


tle vulgar by the nobility itself): “Je vous prie, 
pardonnez-moi, Marie, mais vous avez des man- 
iéres un peu grossiéres.” And the Baron, trying 
to restrain his laughter, mutters: “Give me . 
give me. . . there’s some cognac, I think.” 
Her character is drawn in a masterly way, but 
so are all the characters in the Three Sisters; 
and it is interesting to note how by their separate 
attitude to her another shade of difference in the 
characters of the three sisters is revealed. The 
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dialogue between Olga and Natasha on the ques- 
tion of the servant is a marvellously illuminating 
piece of character drawing. Indeed, one sus- 
pects that Chehov must have been aware that a 
mutual reluctance on the part of his characters to 
appreciate or understand each other’s attitude or 
feeling inevitably enhances the sympathetic un-. 
derstanding and the sensibility of the audience. 
Thus, when the three sisters tell the Colonel of 
the wonders of the life in Moscow, whither they 
are longing to go back, the Colonel, who has just 
arrived from there, declares that their provincial 
town is far superior in climate and surroundings. 

Or take this extract from the Cherry Orchard: 

The servant-girl Dunyasha is dying to tell her 
young mistress, who had only just arrived from 
Paris, that she had been proposed to: “I must 
tell you at once. I can’t bear to wait a minute.” 


Anya (tired). At it again . 

Dunyasua. The clerk Epihodov proposed to 
me after Easter. 

Anya. You're always at the same . . . (Puts 
her hair straight.) Ive lost all my hairpins . 
(She is very tired, even sways as she walks.) 

Dunyasua. I don’t know what to think about 
it. He loves me, loves me so much! 

Anya (looks into her room; tenderly). My 
room, my windows, just as if I'd never gone 
away. I’m at home! 


[20] 


ANTON CHEHOV 
III 


Like Turgenev, he speaks of “that eternal re- 
pose of ‘indifferent nature,” of “eternal recon- 
ciliation and of life everlasting”: 


At Oreanda they sat on a seat not far from 
the church, looked down at the sea, and were 
silent. Yalta was hardly visible through the 
morning mist; white clouds stood motionless on 
the mountain-tops. The leaves did not stir on 
the trees, grasshoppers chirruped, and the monot- 
onous hollow sound of the sea, rising up from 
below, spoke of the peace, of the eternal sleep 
awaiting us. So it must have sounded when there 
was no Yalta, no Oreanda here; so it sounds now, 
and it will sound as indifferently and monoton- 
ously when we are all no more. And in this con- 
stancy, in this complete indifference to the life 
and death of each of us, there lies hid, perhaps, 
a pledge of our eternal salvation, of the unceasing 
movement of life upon earth, of unceasing prog- 
ress towards perfection. Sitting beside a young 
woman who in the dawn seemed so _ lovely, 
soothed and spell-bound in these magical sur- 
roundings—the sea, mountains, clouds, the open 
sky—Gurov thought how in reality everything is 
beautiful in this world when one reflects: every- 
thing except what we think or do ourselves when 
we forget our human dignity and the hicher aims 


of our existence. [The Lady with the Dog.] 


His intuition draws him on towards the mys- 
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tery of cosmic transitoriness, sensible behind the 
personal tragedy of loss: 


That repellent horror which is thought of when 
we speak of death was absent from the room. In 
the numbness of everything, in the mother’s atti- 
tude, in the indifference on the doctor’s face, 
there was something that attracted and touched 
the heart, that subtle, almost elusive beauty of 
human sorrow which men will not for a long time 
learn to understand and describe, and which it 
seems only music can convey. There was a feel- 
ing of beauty, too, in the austere stillness. Kirilov 
and his wife were silent and not weeping, as 
though besides the bitterness of their loss they 
were conscious, too, of all the tragedy of their 
position; just as once their youth had passed 
away, so now together with this boy their right to 
have children had gone for ever to all eternity! 
[ Enemies. | 


And why this sense of tranquil beauty behind 
the bitterness of loss—as though there were some 
unknown justification in the seeming wantonness 
of it? A hidden harmony. What is it? And 
then in this fragment, found after his death, there 
is a hint that he is tapping with his pen the very 
source and justification of life’s transitoriness— 
its simultaneous diversity: 


Kssentially all this is crude and meaningless, 
and romantic love appears as meaningless as an 
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avalanche which involuntarily rolls down a moun- 
tain and overwhelms people. But when one lis- 
tens to music, all this is—that some people lie in 
their graves and sleep, and that one woman is 
alive and, grey-haired, is now sitting in a box in 
the theatre, seems quiet and majestic, and the 
avalanche no longer meaningless,. since in nature 
everything has a meaning. And everything is 
forgiven, and it would be strange not to forgive. 


To him there is a meaning in the high indiffer- 
ence of nature to the ultimate importance of our 
ego; justification of all life in the balance of 
obliteration: mercy and stability in the ultimate 
release of the individual soul; and forgiveness in 
the thought that eventually no individual deed will 
matter individually. And by that indifference 
the very trivialities of life are balanced, and the 
stability transfigured with a meaning, “since in 
nature everything has a meaning. And every- 
thing is forgiven, and it would be strange not to 
forgive.” 
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THE SENSIBILITY WHICH NECESSITATED THIS 
EXPRESSION 


I 


“T am afraid.of those who look for a tendency 
between the lines, and who are determined to re- 
gard me either as a liberal or as a conservative,” 
Chehov writes in a letter: 


I am not a liberal, not a conservative, not a be- 
liever in gradual progress, not a monk, not an in- 
differentist. I should like to be a free artist and 
nothing more, and I regret that God has not 
given me the power to be one. I hate lying and 
violence in all their forms. . . . Pharisaism, 
stupidity, and despotism reign not in merchants’ 
houses and prisons alone. I see them in science, 
in literature, in the younger generation. ‘ 
That is why I have no preference either for gen- 
darmes, or for butchers, or for scientists, or for 
writers, or for the younger generation. I regard 
trade-marks and labels as a superstition. My holy 
of holies is the human body, health, intelligence, 
talent, inspiration, love, and the most absolute 
freedom—freedom from violence and lying, what- 
ever forms they may take. This is the programme 
I would follow if I were a great artist. 
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He is impatient of generalities masquerading 
as progress. “If you cry ‘Forward! ” is a thought 
found among other fragments after his death, 
“you must without fail explain in which direction 
one must go. Do you not see that, if, without 
explaining the direction, you fire off this word 
simultaneously at a monk and at a revolutionary, 
they will proceed in precisely opposite direc- 
tions?’ But he is ever anxious to avoid any 
wasteful conflict that results from hollow watch- 
words. “I want people not to see war where 
there is none,” he writes in a letter... . . “When 
a man fails to understand something, he is con- 
scious of a discord, and seeks for the cause of it, 
not in himself, as he should, but outside himself— 
hence the war with what he does not understand. 
In the Middle Ages alchemy was gradually in a 
natural, peaceful way changing into chemistry, 
and astrology into astronomy; the monks did not 
understand, saw a conflict, and fought against it.” 

Here are two illuminating extracts from his 
abortive diary: 


Between “there is a God” and “there is no 
God” there lies a whole vast field, which a true 
sage traverses with great difficulty. A Russian 
only knows one of the two extremities, but the 
middle in between does not interest him; and that 
is why he generally knows nothing, or very little. 
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The ease with which Hebrews change their 
faith is justified by many by their indifference. 
But this is no justification. One should also 
respect one’s indifference and change it for nothing 
else, for in a good man indifference is the very 
same religion. 


“Nature,” he writes in a letter, “is an excellent 
sedative. It pacifies—that is, it makes one indif- 
ferent. And it is essential in this world to be 
indifferent. Only those who are indifferent are 
able to see things clearly, to be just and to work. 
Of course, I am only speaking of intelligent peo- 
ple of fine natures; the empty and selfish are in- 
different any way.” But such “indifference” 
exacts proportionately heavy dues in return for 


its seeming aloofness, and it exacts them, para- 


doxically enough, in that acute sensitiveness which 
is the consequence of an intellectual impasse. So 
much so, that, cornered by his always present 
sense of practical absurdity, he can advance but 
one possible explanation of his intellectual condi- 
tion—that it is a temporary phase in the evolu- 
tion of civilisation, a sort of a disease for which he 
is not himself to blame, of which, moreover, it is 
not for him to cure himself, “for this disease,” he 
says, “it must be supposed has some good pur- 
pose hidden from us, and is not sent in vain.” 
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It is, we must suppose, a cog in the wheels of 
transcendence. 

For him life and literature resolve into a per- 
petual finding and refinding of the balance be- 
tween the end and means of life; and well may 
his friend Suvorin write to complain that his 
work lacked “alcohol,” was, indeed, “lemonade.” 
Chehov realised that holy wars waged in the name 
of fairness, impartiality, and peace would be bet- 
ter for being less holy and less war-like. But, 
waged reluctantly, with deference to the enemy, 
in a spirit of fair play and ready understanding, 
wars are in danger of ceasing to be wars. Hence 
the “lemonade.” And he confesses: “We have 
neither immediate nor remote aims, and in our 
soul there is a great empty space. We have no 
politics, we do not believe in revolution, we have 
no God. . . . Flog us and we can do no more!” 
“Mankind used to be absorbed in wars,” says 
Colonel Vershinin in the Three Sisters, ‘“‘and all 
its existence was filled with campaigns, attacks, 
victories; now we’ve outlived all that, leaving after 
us a great waste place, which there is nothing to 
fill with at present; but mankind is passionately 
looking for something, and will certainly find it. 
Ah, if it only happened more quickly. If only 
education could be added to industry, and industry 
to education.” 

Imagine Mr. Shaw being perpetually contra- 
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dicted by Mr. Chesterton, and the resulting neu- 
tralisation is approximately what has been going 
on in Chehov’s mind. Imagine the revolutionary 
and the monk both shouting “Forward!” in the 
mind of a single man, and you will not be aston- 
ished at Chehov’s choice of standing still. Imagine 
two able advocates completely neutralising each 
other in the conscience of one individual, and you 
will not be surprised at his reluctance to pro- 
nounce judgment on his fellows. There is a 
terror hidden in it, a kind of a metaphysical dis- 
may, that lends his work a very peculiar flavour. 
Essentially he had no axe to grind. I remember 
Mr. Middleton Murry stressing this point in a 
lecture he gave at Oxford some two years ago. 
But when I write that Chehov was “terrified” of 
the “great waste place” created temporarily by 
our having outgrown the illusions and ideals of 
previous generations, I do not imply that he slept 
any the less soundly for that knowledge. It must 
be remembered that his sense of humour, which 
was delicate and keen to an extraordinary degree, 
invariably stepped in to preserve his intellectual 
balance. There are numerous instances in his | 
plays and stories of his delight in the portrayal 
of persons of both sexes “dissatisfied with their 
surroundings and seeking a purpose in life,” and 
the calculated comic touch of it is shrewd enough: 
he is laughing mischievously at their ridiculous 
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immodesty in airing such pretensions. There is 
something of his lying cook about them, who 
boasts, cigarette in mouth: “I studied at a high 
school. I knows what for the earth is round” 
[| Note-book]. The kind of thing I mean is some- 
times met with in a child’s experience, who dis- 
covers for the first time in its life that the toys | 
are ‘only toys,’ that there is nothing whatsoever — 
‘real’ about them. ‘The discovery is devastating. | 
In politics this feeling must be experienced by | 
men of intellectual honesty and imagination at a | 
time when the opposing parties become indentical © 
in ideal and aim. It is a sense which leaves you | 
desolate for want of a motive. But Chehov 
learnt to overcome it in his art. He tumbles to 
the ingenious idea of harnessing this artistically 
mortifying sense of intellectual impotence and 
desolation to artistic ends. The want of motive 
is his artistic motive. And in his crowning work, 
the Three Sisters, his achievement is complete. 
But in the face of his professed ‘indifference’ © 
and in the face of his professed ‘disease’ there 
is a conspicuous abundance of contradictory 
symptoms. There is his always active faculty of 
observation, there is his passion for dispassion, 
and a healthy zest of living amply overtopping 
any gloomy moods. If Chehov had no axe to 
grind, he ground it, none the less so, to a razor- 
blade of perpetual discrimination. In one of his 
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letters he comments on War and Peace. “I wake 
up every night and read ‘War and Peace,’” he 
writes: 


One reads it with the same interest and naive 
wonder as though one had never read it before. 
It’s amazingly good. Only I don’t like the pas- 
sages in which Napoleon appears. As soon as 
Napoleon comes on the scene, there are forced 
explanations and tricks of all sorts to prove 
that he was stupider than he really was. Every- 
thing that is said and done by Pierre, Prince 
Andrei, or the absolutely insignificant Nikolai 
Rostov—all that is good, clever, natural, and 
touching; everything that is thought and done 
by Napoleon is not natural, not clever, inflated, 
and worthless. 


This sense of the ‘great waste place’ is caused 
by an intellectual reluctance towards partisan 
decision. He spots prejudice wherever it may 
manifest itself. ‘Tolstoy calls our having money 
and eating meat lying,’ he writes in a letter; 


“that’s too much . . . Tolstoy denies mankind 
immortality, but, my God! how much that is per- 
sonal there is in it! . . . The devil take the 


philosophy of the great ones of this world! All 
the great sages are as despotic as generals, and 
as ignorant and as indelicate as generals, because 
they feel secure of impunity.” At the same time, 
to him people are at once more simple and more 
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subtle than his most complex definitions of them, 
which their living personalities somehow defy. 
Here is an illuminating extract from his story 


The Wife: 


I listened to the doctor, and, according to my 
habit, applied my usual measures to him—mate- 
rialist, idealist, money-grubber, herd-instincts, and 
so forth, but not a single of my measures would 
fit even approximately; and curiously, while I 
only listened to him and looked at him, he was, 
as a man, perfectly clear to me, but the moment 
I began applying my measures to him he became, 
despite all his sincerity and simplicity, an ex- 
traordinarily complex, confused, and inexplicable 
nature. 


(And it is the former attitude, as distinct from 
the latter attitude indulged in by Henry James, 
that determines Chehov’s simple method of con- 
veying subtleties on paper. But to this I will 
return in a later chapter.) 

The love-sick Masha thus confesses to her sister 
Olga in the Three Sisters: “When you read a 
novel it all seems so old and easy, but when you 
fall in love yourself, then you learn that nobody 
knows anything, and that each must decide for 
himself.” 

Therefore it will be seen that there is no essen- 
tial inertia or inaction, as had been so frequently 
asserted, about Chehov’s attitude to life. 
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II 


The real cause of his apparent intellectual 
weariness lies deeper; it lies in his mistrust of 
logic. The law of contradiction, by which cruder 
minds have laid such store, works so well because 
it naively overlooks the fine gradations that lie 
between its two opposite poles. It must have 
its Yes or No, and is blind to what lies between 
them. Speculations as to life and death are 
thrashed out in the same incisive way by the 
logicians—To be, or not to be—forgetting that it 
is only necessary to substitute the word becoming 
for that of being (since creation does not take 
place in the twinkling of an eye out of nothing, 
but is a matter of evolution out of something else) 
to realise that logic, when it encroaches upon ab- 
stract questions, is apt to be rather like a bull in 
a china-shop. And if the questions that are im- 
plied in Chehov’s works do not always admit of a 
logical answer, it is as often as not the fault of 
logic, which is a mere rule-of-thumb affair—in- 
accurately precise—when it is confronted by 
transcendental values. Perhaps in Chehov’s mind 
we may already see an indication of that distant 
future when the law of contradiction may slowly 
loose its hold on our mode of thought, as its dams 
are gradually undermined by the subtler waves 
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of intuitive gradation (if this be in the programme 
of transcending evolution). 

“There is not a single criterion which can serve 
as the measure of the non-existent, of the non- 
human,” is a thought in his note-book. Thus he 
rules out non-existence intuitively as effectively — 
as it can be ruled out logically. (The existence 
of non-existence is a contradiction in terms.) 
And he leaves us with the anticipation of some 
middle way, some gradation of consciousness in 
a universe at once static and transitory, one might 
almost say “static” in its absolute transitoriness, 
just as living is both transitory in so far as the 
experience of it is determined by change, and 
static in so far as the continuity of our conscious- 
ness seems independent of change—as if we were 
sitting still in a moving vehicle. 

All of which logically is nonsense. But the 
whole point is that possibly the secret of exis- 
tence is outside logic. It certainly is not inside 
it. That we know. By the test of logic life makes 
nonsense. At any rate, we are entitled to suspect 
that logic is not all, for two good reasons—be- 
cause logic leaves out a good deal of our spiritual 
sense of truth, and because logic cannot explain 
truth even to its own logical satisfaction. 

Life would seem to be a sort of self-expression 
in an infinite variety of ways, which, for want 
of a “first cause” (which must be ruled out even 
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by the crudely inadequate theory of causation it- 
self), and for want of cosmic choice as to aim, 
direction, or order of succession, results in chaos: 
a defiance of continued order, with elusiveness for 
aim, and so itself a sort of order, fluctuating in 
the act of cancellation, there being no command- 
ing choice to order its (or an alternative) monop- 
oly the resulting fluctuation being just that im- 
petus of the perpetuwm mobile called life. In 
other words, since there is no reason why life be 
this or otherwise, life is everywise: a struggle 
towards the static and simultaneous on the part 
of the transitory and successive, and towards 
transition and diversity on the part of the static 
and uniform (since there is no more warrant for 
one than the other). Otherwise, if life had an 
attainable goal (for which there is no warrant), 
life would be committing suicide the moment that 
this goal was reached, or even éarlier—the moment 
any of its particles conceived it in advance. For 
_ which also there would seem no warrant. There- 
fore life is an equilibrium of transitory values, 
whereas what is absolute and static is perhaps its 
equilibrium. 

But this is merely an endeavour to approach 
Chehov’s sensibility by way of a metaphysical 
speculation (my own for choice). Yet while mis- 
trusting the efficacy of logic, particularly in meta- 
physics, he was deterred by the futility of break- 
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ing through those walls. There was, moreover, 
no earthly reason why logic should not last its 
time. The value of intuitive gradation was in its 
gradual realisation: it was nothing if it was not 
gradual. And thus he felt that there was nothing 
for him to get excited about either in the matter 
of religion, or of metaphysics, or of philosophy, 
or of literature. His contribution was an attitude 
of discrimination towards life, and he knew that 
in due course civilisation will have made use of it. 
His contemplation of Fyodor Dostoevski banging 
at the walls for all he was worth did not particu- 
larly impress him. He writes in a letter that 
such questions as free-will, predestination, and 
non-resistance to evil can only be settled in the 
future. But now and then, when tired of walk- 
ing round and round in the round cell of reason, 
Chehov too would stop and gently bang the wall 


and listen to the hollow sound. Yes, it seemed as 


though there was something behind the prison 
wall of reason, after all. 


And it seems that in another little while we 
shall know why we are living, why we are suffer- 
ar, .. | teree Sesters.| 
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A philosophical, indeed a metaphysical, atti- 
tude was always present at the back of Chehov’'s 
mind. But if he was not, in practice, a philoso- 
pher, it is because in philosophy, if, in the phrase 
of Mr. Wells, you are to “lift hand and brain and 
say, ‘I too will add,” you must travel forward 
at least some little distance. But to go out any 
distance means keeping to one road and being blind 
to the existence of all other roads. And all roads 
do not necessarily lead to a common destination. 
It is true enough that you can only take one road 
at a time if you are to get anywhere at all. But 
having got wherever it may be, you begin to doubt 
whether it is truth that you have reached. For 
what of all the other roads? you ask. Is that which 
in its blindness overlooks nine out of ten of them 
the whole truth even if it be the only truth? And 
if the latter, may it not be arrogance rather than 
truth? 

Truth is an enemy of definition. And the fault 
is that of definition. And this is where the novel- 
ist has the clear advantage over the philosopher. 
The writer does not in the least concern himself 
with definitions. The writer need not, if he has 
a clear idea of the advantage of his craft, avail 
himself of the philosopher’s disadvantage. He 


is a fool if he does. Or he is a bad writer. The 
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writer need not, must not, walk up any single 
road towards truth; for that way he will never 
get there. The writer, if he is an artist, can large- 
ly dispense with logic (which is the philosopher’s 
only tool) ; at any rate, a writer must subordinate 
logic to something which is more valuable, as a 
vehicle of spiritual truth. His sensibility must 
draw him to express truth, where logic by itself 
is helpless; must draw him to express it intui- 
tively, instinctively. A writer, like a painter, or 
a composer, can reach out towards truth, and cap- 
ture it for a few moments, by sitting on the cross- 
roads. A philosopher cannot escape the peril of 
walking up one road, which, being one out of so 
many, whichever it may be, will turn out to be 
the wrong one. 

In my laboured attempts to analyse the meta- 
physical undercurrent of Chehov’s sensibility I 
have stretched the meaning of language to the 
breaking-point. In my endeavour to define the 
possible non-existence of contradiction outside 
human criterions I had to contradict myself a 
dozen times. Definition capitulates. But what 
I have been trying to express through logic has 
been expressed by Chehov in the passage I have 
quoted: 


But when one listens to music, all this is—that 
some people lie in their graves and sleep, and that 
one woman is alive and, grey-haired, is now sitting 
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in a box in the theatre, seems quiet and majestic, 
and the avalanche (romantic love) no longer 
meaningless, since in nature everything has a 
meaning. And everything is forgiven, and it 
would be strange not to forgive. 


It has the double advantage over my efforts 
to define the simultaneous effect of life’s diversity 
that it is beautiful and that it is shorter. And 
it has the additional advantage of succeeding in 
expressing some elusive quality of truth which 
I could not express at all. 


IV 


I do not presume that I could give the whole 
of Chehov’s outlook in a nutshell. But if pressed 
to do so, I would rather say that Chehov’s outlook 
in a nutshell was that he thoroughly distrusted 
nutshells. His intellectual attitude was incon- 
elusive. After he has said his say, there is still 
the implication that he reserves the right to leave 
his further thoughts unsaid, even unthought. And 
this can be understood. It is the cruder writers 
with undigested things to say who like to end on — 
a conclusive note. Their passion sees them- 
through. Whereas Chehoy’s passion is a passion 
for dispassion. It sees him through in his process 
of digesting life—a process to which, however, 
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there is no proper ending. He ends upon an in- 
conclusive note: indeed, so far as it is his aim to 
demonstrate that truth is in its very nature incon- 
clusive, he ends on a conclusive note. 

“Tt is time that writers,’ he says in a letter, 
_ “especially those who are artists, recognised that 
there is no making out anything in this world, as 
once Socrates recognized it, and Voltaire too.” 


The mob thinks it knows and understands 
everything; and the more stupid it is, the wider it 
_ imagines its outlook to be. And if a writer whom 
the mob believes in*has the courage to say that he 
does not understand anything of what he sees, 
that alone will be something gained in the realm 
of thought and a great step in advance. 


So long as scepticism means (by M. Anatole 
France’s definition) merely a denial of negations, 
Chehov may be said to be a sceptic in his outlook. 
(That he feared and hated labels does not in itself 
_ exempt him from such labels.) He is very much 

aware of our mental limitations, and consequently 

of our hopeless handicap in trying to envisage 
truth by mental means alone. And he is a scep- 
tic in so far as he suspects philosophers who claim 
to have captured truth by circumscription of be- 
- ing blind to all the other truth that they have left 
outside. But “truth,” “reason,” “God,” are con- 
fusing terms, and require separate definition on 
each occasion of their use. Let me, therefore, il- 
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lustrate exactly what I mean by truth and reason 
so far as they here concern him. Reason is a sort 
of a balloon wherein we dwell: you can stretch it 
at any point you like, but you will have tampered 
with its natural round shape. Progress in philos- 
ophy can be achieved with ease by impairing, as 
it were, the symmetry of reason at any of its 
points—by stretching truth. And since Chehov 
would not recognize as truth any angular con- 
ception of it, it would seem that mentally there 
was nothing left for him but to wander round, like 
a fly inside a globe, and to discover as it were that — 
truth, for all mental purposes, was a round globe 
in which he was confined, and, after gaining the 
conviction of its irrevocable roundness, to tumble 
to the bright idea that the greater part of truth 
may be outside the globe of reason. It is only 
natural that after that his wanderings inside 
should come to a permanent halt. His case is: 
Why break your skull over a minor riddle if it is 
but a portion of a major one, which we can dimly 
feel but not define? And that he can convey his 
sense of spiritual truth intuitively into his pages 
is his one escape from the impasse of reason. It 
is like the calmness which underlies the surface 
ripples of a restless lake. 

But—to have a last go at the image—if reason 
is comparable to a balloon wherein we dwell, and 
if the stretching of it at any point would illustrate 
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unreason, so the blowing of it up to an ever 
larger size would cover such mental progress as 
is achieved, for instance, by research work. For 
Chehovy had the same belief in ethical and scientific 
progress as, for example, Mr. Wells. But what 
he asked himself, and what sometimes he doubted, 
was whether man at any ultimate stage of his 
development would be completely able to account 
for the raison d’étre of phenomena, and cease to 
suffer both the anguish of unsatisfied curiosity and 
the alternative dissatisfaction of ennui; whether 
ever he would get beyond the sense of the 
Weltschmerz. “Not only after two or three hun- 
dred, but in a million years, life will still be as it 
was,” replies Baron Tuzenbach in the Three Sis- 
ters to Colonel Vershinin, whose thesis is that 
everything on earth must gradually change, and 
that some day a new and happy life will begin 
for mankind; “life does not change, it remains 
for ever, following its own laws, which do not 
concern us, or which, at any rate, you will never 
find out. Migrant birds—cranes, for example— 
fly and fly, and whatever thoughts, high or low, | 
enter their heads, they will still fly, and not know 
why or where. They fly, and will continue to fly, 
whatever philosophers come to life among them; 
they may philosophise as much as they like, only 
they will fly... .” To this Masha rejoins: 
“Still a meaning?’ “A meaning. . .” he says. 
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“There, it’s snowing. What meaning?” And, 
after a pause, she takes it up: “It seems to me 
that many must have faith, or seek faith, or his 
life is empty, empty. . . . To live and not to 


\ know why cranes fly, why babies are born, why 


\there are stars in the sky. . . . Either you know 


what you are living for, or nothing matters.” 

Reason will not answer this. And in a frag- 
ment found after his death among his papers he 
shrinks from the fatuity of reasoning: 


‘So long as a man likes the splashing of a fish, 


he is a poet; but when he knows that the splashing 


is nothing but the chase of the weak by the strong, 
he is a thinker; but when he does not understand 
what sense there is in the chase, or what use in 
the equilibrium which results from destruction, he 
is becoming silly and dull, as he was when a child. 
And the more he knows and thinks, the sillier he 
becomes. 


He questions (and intuitively probes down to a 
half-answer) what may be the truth outside the 
exasperating roundness of that balloon of reason 
when, as we die, it bursts? What may be its 
‘shape,’ then, and will it have a ‘shape’ such 
as we, as yet, cannot imagine, or will it have no 
‘shape’-—or be an empty sound? “You'll die 
all the same,” says Gaev in the Cherry Orchard, 
in answer to Trofimov’s exhortation that man 
must work for his salvation. “Who knows?” says 
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Trofimov. “And what does it mean—‘you’ll die’? 
Man may have a hundred senses, of which only 
the five which are known to us perish with death, 
and the other ninety-five go on living.” Which 
implies a gradation of consciousness in a universe 
dormant, not dead. ~Whatever death may be, 
there is a significance, he feels, even in the black- 
est silence of extinction. For it, too, is but a 
phase of the diversity of lifé, of the eternal varia- 
tion chasing in the direction of elusiveness for 
want of choice. And thus it is a part of life. 
“There’s a tree,” says Baron Tuzenbach as he 
parts with Irina, before the fatal duel, “which 
has dried up, but it still sways in the breeze with 
the others. And so it seems to me that if I die, 
I shall still take part in life in one way or 
another.” 


V 


I sometimes fancy that the God we seek in 
nature was love incarnate, who, understanding 
everything, forgave everything, thus loosing His 
grip upon nature. The happy-go-lucky, line-of- 
least-resistance, trial-and-error ways of nature 
would suggest that speculation. And Chehov, 
like Mr. Wells, stakes his faith (such of it as in 
moments of optimism he can scrape together) on 
the “Spirit of God in Man,” on “this fire of 
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human tradition we have lit upon this little planet, 


if it is the one gleam of spirit in all the windy 
vastness of a dead and empty universe.” I quote 
from Mr. Wells. Those who speak of Chehov’s 
‘hopelessness’ and ‘pessimism’ should lend an 
ear to the duet that follows, of which Mr. Wells 
(I constantly read that Mr. Wells is said to have 
a high-pitched voice) properly takes the treble 
key. But the tune, it will be seen, is essentially 
the same. 
Says Colonel Vershinin in the Three Sisters: 


It seems to me that everything on earth must 
change, little by little, and is already changing 
under our very eyes. After two or three hundred 
years, after a thousand—the actual time doesn’t 
matter—a new and happy age will begin. We, 
of course, shall not take part in it, but we live 
and work and even suffer to-day that it should 
come. We create it—and in that one object is 
our destiny, and, if you like, our happiness. 


Says Mr. Huss in Mr. Wells’s The Undying 
Fire: 


Yet there is work to be done, by everyone, a 
plain reason for that work, and happiness in the 
doing of it. . . . I do not know if any of us 
realise all that a systematic organisation of the 
human intelligence upon the work of research 
would mean for our race. . . . We do not realise 
what in a little while mankind could do. Our 
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power over matter, our power over life, our power 
over ourselves, would increase year by year and 
day by day. 


Colonel Vershinin: 


In two or three hundred years’ time life on this | 
earth will be unimaginably beautiful and wonder- | 
ful. Mankind needs such a life, and if it is not © 
ours to-day, then we must look ahead for it, wait, 
think, prepare for it. We must see and know 
more than our fathers and grandfathers saw and 


knew. 
Mr. Huss: 


Is it not plain to you all, from what man, in 
spite of everything, has achieved, that he is but at 
the beginning of achievement; that presently he 
will take his body and his life and mould them to 
his will; that he will take gladness and beauty 
for himself as a girl will pick a flower and twine 
it in her hair? 


Colonel Vershinin: 


And I wish I could make you understand that 
there is no happiness for us, that there should not 
and cannot be. . . . We must only work and 
work, and happiness is only for our distant pos- 
terity. . . . If not for me, then for the descen- 
dants of my descendants. 
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The important thing in us is the least personal 
thing. It is not you nor I who go on living; it 1s 
Man that lives on, Man the Universal, and he goes 
on living, a tragic rebel in this same world and in 
no other. . 


Trina (in the Three Sisters) : 


A time will come when every one will know 
what all this is about, what all this suffering is 
for; there will be no more mysteries, but mean- — 
while we must live . . . work, only work! 


Mr. Huss: 


There burns an undying fire in the hearts of 
men. By that fire I live. By that I know the 
God of my Salvation. His will is Truth; His will 
is Service. He urges me to conflict, without con- 
solations, without rewards. 


Trofimov (in the Cherry Orchard) : 


There is happiness, there it comes; nearer and 
nearer; I hear its steps. And should we not see 
it, should we not know it, what matter? Others 
will see it! 


Mr. Huss: 


He takes and does not restore. He uses up 
and does not atone. He suffers—perhaps to 
triumph, and we must suffer and find our hope of 
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triumph in Him. He will not let me shut my eyes 
to sorrow, failure, or perplexity. Though the 
universe torment and slay me, yet will I trust in 
Him. And if He also must die Nevertheless 


I can do no more; I must serve Him. . 


Chehov (in a letter): 


The religious movement of which you 
write is one thing, | and the whole trend of modern 
culture is another, and one cannot place the second 
in any casual connection with the first. . . . The 
religious movement of which we talked is a sur- 
vival, almost the end of what has ceased, or is 
ceasing to exist. Modern culture is the first be- 
ginning of the work for a great future, work 
which will perhaps go on for tens of thousands of | 
years, in order that man may, if only in the re- 
mote future, come to know the truth of the real 
God—that is not, I conjecture, by seeking in’ 
Dostoevski, but by clear knowledge, as one knows 
twice two are four. 


Mr. Huss: 


All this world will man make a garden for him- 
self, ruling not only his kind but all the lives that 
live, banishing the cruel from life, making the 
others merciful and tame beneath his hand. The 
flies and mosquitoes, the thorns and poisons, the 
fungus in the blood, and the murrain upon his 
beasts, he will utterly end. He will rob the atoms 
of their energy and the depths of space of their 
secrets. He will break his prison in space. He 
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will step from star to star as now we step from 
stone to stone across a stream. Until he stands 
in the light of God’s presence and looks his 
Mocker and the Adversary in the face. . 


There is, it will be seen, no essential difference 
between the religion of Mr. Wells and Chehov’s 
interpretation of “modern culture.” It is, to be 
sure, this “God in the Human Heart” who, in 
Mr. Wells’s interpretation, “rises out of your 
process as if he were a part of your process but 
who has meaning only for us, to whom the process 
is indifferent,” as opposed to the conception of 
God, ‘“‘the Maker of Heaven and Earth,” and as 
opposed to mere “Humanity,” “the spirit of man, 
which is jealous, aggressive, and partisan,” who is 
the God who, through centuries of unifying work 
towards a great future, man may come to know, 
in Chehov’s words, “by clear knowledge, as one 
knows that twice two are four.” In other words, 
God is the spirit in the world that, like transcen- 
dental imagination, contrives to make good use 
of opportunities offered by ever-changing nature. 

It may seem strange that I should be dragging 
in Mr. Wells by the tail into a book which is sup- 
posed to deal with Chehov. It is because 
there is no modern Russian intellect who can hold 
a candle to Chehov, and because it has been as- 
serted all too frequently that Chehov’s attitude to 
life was pessimistic, ‘hopeless,’ ‘gloomy,’ and so 
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forth. Neither Tolstoy’s mentality nor Dostoev- 
ski’s is really either modern or practical enough to 
serve as illustration (except by contrast) of 
Chehov’s ‘forward,’ ‘healthy’ faith. And though 
habitually more preoccupied with individual men 
than with the destiny of man, Chehov shares 
another view with Mr. Wells—that unless we 
have a clear idea about the destiny of man, we 
must needs live futile lives among men; that un- 
less we bring the present into line with the future, 
we will live a life of futile misery and confusion in 
the present. Chehov has no such book as The 
Undying Fire to his credit, it is true. His 
thoughts on God and Man, etc., are squeezed in 
here and there, always with conspicuous modera- 
tion. But it may be said that in his ideas he an- 
ticipated Mr. Wells. 

And now it may be asked what is Chehov’s 
‘unifying’ work towards that remote future 
“when man will come to know the truth of the 
real God?” Well, it is his contribution to what 
he calls “modern culture.” It is a great contribu- 
tion in so far as his perfect impartiality, brought 
to bear upon the lives of individual men and 
women, reveals to us their differences and like- | 
nesses, the causes of their spiritual ills, and we | 
perceive the common denominator of the human | 
soul—the universal need for happiness. And we 
see, moreover, that its nature is conditional, that 
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the conditions are easily adjustable; we see that, 
with a little intelligent exertion, so much misery 
and suffering need not have been. ‘The reading 
of his tale invokes pity, sympathy, and under- 
standing, not merely for human beings, but for 
all living creatures. For the rest, his contribution 


‘would depend on the degree in which his work in- 


vokes noble feelings in the reader. 

His faith as all genuine faith, was not immune 
from doubt. “The ‘humane studies’ of which you 
speak,” propounds the biologist Von Koren in 
The Duel, “will only satisfy human thought when, 
as they advance, they meet the exact sciences and 
progress side by side with them.” 


Whether they will meet under a new micro- 
scope, or in the monologues of a new Hamlet, or 
in a new religion, I do not know, but I expect the 
earth will be covered with a crust of ice before it 
comes to pass. 


This passage was written considerably earlier 
than the letter about that modern culture which 
is to culminate when man, in the remote future, 
comes to know the truth of the real God as clear- 
ly as a mathematical proposition. But the chronol- 
ogy of his professions of faith and doubt should 
not be taken to indicate any continuous develop- 
ment in him either in one direction or the other. 
The letter in which he declares his belief in the- 
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ultimate discovery of God by man, the God 
which in Mr. Wells’s surmise may be as yet only 
foreshadowed in life, is, in its turn, succeeded by a 
letter to another friend, written two years later, 
and in fact four months before Chehov’s death, 
which strikes a different note. “. . . All good 
wishes. Above all, be cheerful; don’t look at life 
so much as a problem—it is, most likely, far sim- 
pler. And whether it—life, of which we know 
nothing—is worth all the agonising reflections 
which wear out our Russian wits is still a ques- 
tion.” Between scepticism and hope Chehov’s 
conception of the world moodily fluctuates. And 
thus his art, too, fluctuates between his shrinking 
from the squalidness of every-day existence up- 
ward to the heavens, and his shrinking from the 
fatuities of sublimation downward upon earth. 
And in his note-book we find this, by way of a 
philosophical aside: “But perhaps the universe is 
suspended on the tooth of some monster.” 

At any rate, Chehov’s contribution to “modern 
culture” cannot be easily overlooked. If Mr. 
Wells is the driving force in the direction of sal- 
vation, the impatient traveller anxious to set out 
on the road, Chehoy is the servant who packs his 
bags, turns out the room, anxious that nothing 
valuable be overlooked, anxious, too, that the 
traveller should not set out with too little luggage, 
lest he should have to come back for it again. 


[51] 


ANTON CHEHOV 


VI 


TuE convenience of comparing Chehov with 
Tolstoy is considerable; and the outstanding thing 
about Tolstoy, the driving force of him is that he 
was out to see the lie in life. Therefore he had 
direction and impetus, simplicity and penetration 
into human character. Tolstoy was a dynamic 
writer. He backed his conscience against every- 
thing else, and because of that there are few who 
would take it upon themselves to say that he was 
not a great man. But conscience can be a rather 
funny thing at times. Conscience, if you give 
way to it, may take its bit into its mouth and 
run away with you. Goodness was his goal, and 
when goodness is made a God of, goodness may 
be a little unkind. When we read Tolstoy we 
have a feeling as though we were listening to a 
passionate advocate exposing a system of evil in 
life which was highly abhorrent to ourselves. We 
applaud the advocate because we are hypnotised 
by his sincerity and ability. And it does not occur 
to us till long after his spell is broken that in his 
passionate desire to oust the lie he has perhaps 
seen a little more of it than there really is, that he 
has shown himself a little unjust towards the 
liars. But that this narrowness is the determining 
cause of his intensity is not always realised. When 
Turgenev wrote him his moving death-bed letter, 
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in which he urged Tolstoy “. . . my friend 

. great writer of the Russian Land,” to for- 
sake his mental speculations and to return to his 
activity as a literary artist, he voiced the wishes of 
the majority of Tolstoy’s admirers, but failed to 
understand that it was the sea of abstract truth, 
that drew and caused, from the beginning, the 
onward rush of the big river, and that to deplore 
its having found its outlet to the open sea was 
to deplore the cause of a desirable effect, and that 
to ask Tolstoy to become again a literary artist 
was to ask the river to change its course and flow 
backward against the current. Tolstoy was urged 
on by a purpose; that purpose was truth; and that 
truth was of a quality contrary to everything he 
met in life. Truth made him see the lie in 
everything. And it is the clarity with which he 
saw the lie that made him a great artist. 

With Chehov the position is reversed. With 
the same quick instinct he saw the lie, but he also 
saw farther and deeper. He saw the truth be- 
hind the lie. Life puzzled him, because, given to 
individualising, he could always see the circum- 
stantial inevitability of any sort of conduct; and 
the truth behind the lie evoked pity in him. And 
this is what made him a great artist. His keener 
and more delicate vision recognised that, in the 
words of his Ivanov, “in each one of us there are 
too many springs, too many wheels and cogs for 


[53] 


ANTON CHEHOV 


us to judge each other by first impressions or by 
two or three external indications.” Like the doc- 
tor that he was, and a keen psychologist into the 
bargain, he gives us his subtle diagnosis. But 
the remedy sometimes must be left to time. “The 


explanation of this forgiveness of everything lies | 


in my love for Sasha, but what is the explanation 
of this love itself, I really don’t know.” Thus 
he concludes his story Love. 

Tolstoy’s heavy criticism of Chehov’s Darling 
is characteristic of his different attitude to life. 
He supposed, innocently enough, that Chehov, 
like himself, was out to see the lie in life, and so 
must have wished to “curse the modern woman” 
when he wrote The Darling. From one unwar- 
ranted conclusion he jumps to another, and sug- 
gests that Chehov has “blessed her” instead; and 
from that to a third, that Chehov has blessed her, 
in fact, by mistake, and so has written his beauti- 
ful tale as it were by a stroke of accident! But 
Chehov did not mind a bit. “I hear Tolstoy is 
reading The Darling in an amusing fashion,” he 
tells his sister in a letter, evidently rather delighted 
at the news. But Tolstoy was moved profoundly 
by the story. “I, at least,” he says in the same 
review, “cannot read it without tears.” 

And so Chehov paints all saints and sinners 
with an equally sympathetic brush. Instinctively, 
he steps into the shoes of every individual he por- 
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trays. “You abuse me,” he writes in a letter to 
his friend Suvorin, “for objectivity, calling it 
indifference to good and evil, lack of ideals and 
ideas, and so on. You would have me, when I de- 
scribe horse-stealers, say: ‘Stealing horses is an 
evil.” But that has been known for ages without 
my saying so. Let the jury judge them; it’s my 
job simply to show what sort of people they are. 
I write: you are dealing with horse-stealers, so 
let me tell you that they are not beggars but well- 
fed people, that they are people of a special cult, 
and that horse-stealing is not simply theft but a 
passion.” It is the individual always that his 
humanity is concerned with, the suffering unit. 
And understanding all the motives, he sees the 
truth behind the lie—and there is no he. The 
only lie would be to fail to understand. 
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THE DETERMINING CAUSES OF HIS SENSIBILITY; 
AND THE RELEVANT CIRCUMSTANCES OF HIS LIFE 


I 


“How pleasant it is to respect people! When 
I see books, I am not concerned with how the 
authors loved or played cards; I see only their 
marvellous works.” 

And perhaps it would be proper to treat his 
own life in the spirit of this fragment from his 
note-book, and to dwell only on those cireum- 
stances of his varied but scarcely dramatic life 
which are more relevant to his work. There is the 
other case, of course, that of legitimate curiosity 
about essentially irrelevant details of the 
life of a great writer, which should_ be 
reasonably satisfied. But Chehov is singu- 
larly lacking in that foppery which is perhaps 
traditionally cultivated by the less talented ex- 
ponents of the arts, who persuade themselves 
thereby that they have the so-called “artistic tem- 
perament.” And that painful public deference to 
his person and his work is completely lacking in 
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him. No one could be more unlike Mr. George 
Moore, in this respect, than Chehov. Yet Chehov 
is an artist to his finger-tips. 

Nor was Chehov modest because he did not 
know his own worth. Far from it. Here is an 
extract from a letter to his friend Suvorin (the 
Russian Northcliffe), which bears testimony to 
the fact that Chehov was alive to his own powers. 


You say that the hero of my Party is a character 
worth developing. Good Lord! I am not a 
senseless brute, you know. I understand that I 
cut the throats of my characters and spoil them, 
and that I waste good material. . . . To tell 
you the truth, I would gladly have spent six 
months over The Party; I like taking things 
easy, and see no attraction in publishing at head- 
long speed. I would willingly, with pleasure, 
with feeling, in a leisurely way, describe the whole 
of my hero, describe the state of his mind while 
his wife was in labour, his trial, the horrid feeling 
he has after he is acquitted; I would describe the 
midwife and the doctors having tea in the middle 
of the night; I would describe the rain. . . . It 
would give me nothing but pleasure because I like 
to rummage about and dawdle. But what am I 
to do? I begin a story on September 10th with 
the thought that I must finish it by October 5th 
at the latest; if I don’t I shall fail the editor and 
be left without money. I let myself go at the 
beginning and write with an easy mind; but by 
the time I get to the middle I begin to grow 
timid and to fear that my story will be too long: 
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I have to remember that the Severni Vestnik has 
not much money, and that I am one of their ex- 
pensive contributors. This is why the beginning 
of my stories is always very promising and looks 
as though I were starting on a novel, the middle 
is huddled and timid, and the end is, as in a 
short sketch, like fireworks. And so in planning 
a story one is bound to think first about its frame- 
work: from a crowd of main or subordinate char- 
acters one selects one person only—wife or hus- 
band; one puts him on the canvas and paints him 


alone, making him prominent, while the others one . 


scatters over the canvas like small coin, and the 
result is something like the vault of heaven: one 
big moon and a number of very small stars around 
it. But the moon is not a success because it can 
only be understood if the stars too are intelligible, 
and the stars are not worked out. And so what 
I produce is not literature, but something lke 
the patching of Trishka’s coat. What am I to 
do? I don’t know and I don’t. I must trust to 
time, which heals all things. 


Nor is he modest only for his knowledge that 
at this stage—when he was twenty-eight—he had 
not done as much as he could have done, given the 
leisure and financial independence. It was his 
sense of delicacy and his sense of the ridiculous 
which warned him not to be fastidious about his 
work in public. Modesty can be cultivated out 
of delicacy, from a sensitive consideration of the 
susceptibility of others. But for a swift survey 
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of his career, and for a rapid indication of some 
of the determining causes of his sensibility, I 
cannot do better than give Chehov’s own abridged 
autobiography, written in answer to a request, 
five years before his death: 


Autobiography? I have a disease—Autobiogra- 
phobia. To read any sort of details about myself, 
and still more to write them for print, is a verita- 
ble torture to me. On a separate sheet I send a 
few facts, very bald, but I can do no more. . . 

I, A. P. Chehov, was born on the 17th of Janu- 
ary, 1860, at Taganrog. I was educated first in 
the Greek School near the church of Czar Con- 
stantine; then in the Taganrog high school. In 
1879 I entered Moscow University in the 
Faculty of Medicine. I had at the time only a 
slight idea of the Faculties in general, and chose 
the Faculty of Medicine, I don’t remember on 
what grounds, but did not regret my choice after- 
wards. I began in my first year to publish stories 
in the weekly journals and newspapers, and these 
literary pursuits had, early in the eighties, ac- 
quired a permanent professional character. In 
1888 I took the Pushkin prize. In 1890 I 
travelled to the Island of Sahalin, to write after- 
wards a book upon our penal colony and prisons 
there. Not counting reviews, feuilletons, para- 
graphs, and all that I have written from day to 
day for the newspapers, which it would be diffi- 
cult now to seek out and collect, I have, during 
my twenty years of literary work, published more 
than three hundred oe of print, of short 
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and long stories. I have also written plays for 
the stage. 

I have no doubt that the study of medicine has 
had an important influence on my literary work; 
it has considerably enlarged the sphere of my ob- 
servation, has enriched me with knowledge the 
true value of which for me as a writer can only be 
understood by one who is himself a doctor. It 
has also had a guiding influence, and it is prob- 
ably due to my close association with medicine 
that I have succeeded in avoiding many mistakes. 

Familiarity with the natural sciences and with 
scientific methods has always kept me on my 
guard, and I have always tried, where it was pos- 
sible, to be consistent with the facts of science, 
and where it was impossible I have preferred not 
to write at all. I may observe in passing that 
the conditions of artistic creation do not always 
admit of complete harmony with the facts of 
science. It is impossible to represent upon the 
stage a death from poisoning exactly as it takes 
place in reality. But harmony of the facts of 
science must be felt even under those conditions— 
Le., it must be clear to the reader or spectator 
that this is only due to the conditions of art, and 
that he has to do with a writer who understands. 

I do not belong to the class of literary men who 
take up a sceptical attitude towards science; and 
to the class of those who rush into anything with 
only their own imagination to go upon, I should 
not like to belong. 


Chehov’s distinction as a writer of genius, out 
of a multitude of ordinary, kindly, and intelligent 
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human beings, was simply that the proportion of 
the ordinary human gifts was in him perfect to 
an extraordinarily rare degree. Let me quote 
Trigorin’s conversation with the admiring Nina 
in the Sea-Gull, in which Chehov’s attitude to 
his literary life is well expressed. I do not pre- 
tend that Trigorin is the one and only personal 
sketch in all of Chehov’s writing, for there are bits 
of Chehov in very many of his characters. But 
Trigorin is the completest picture of himself that 
the “objective-minded” Chehov ever cared to 
paint, and, within limits, can be safely taken to 
be Chehov himself. 


Violent obsessions sometimes lay hold of a man: 
he may, for instance, think day and night of noth- 
ing but the moon. I have sucha moon. Day and 
night I am held in the grip of one besetting idea: 
I must write, I must write, I must. . . . Hardly 
have I finished one story than for some reason I 
must write another, then a third, then a fourth. 

: Why, what’s there so lofty and_ beauti- 
ful about that, I ask you? Oh, what a wild life! 
Here I am thrilled by your presence, but all the 
time I remember that an unfinished story awaits 
me. I see that cloud there, which resembles a 
piano. I reflect: I must mention somewhere in. 
the story that a cloud was floating by resembling 
a piano. It smells of heliotrope. I tell myself: 
a sickly smell, a colour worn by widows, men- 
tion when describing a summer evening. I try 
to catch myself and you at every phrase, at every 
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word, and hasten to lock up these treasures in my 
literary store-room: in case they should come in 
“useful! When I finish work I rush off to the 
theatre, or else go fishing; now it would seem was 
the time to rest, to forget yourself, but no! The 
heavy iron cannon ball is already rolling in my 
head—a new plot, and my table is calling me, 
and again I must hasten to write. And always 
so, and there’s no rest for me from myself, and I 
feel I am eating my own life, that for the honey 
I give away to some one remote into space I 
brush the bloom from the best of my flowers, 
tear the very flowers and trample the roots. 


The same Trigorin feels as though his relatives 
and friends did not treat him as a normal human 
being. ‘What are you writing now? What will 
you give us next?’ is the perpetual question. 
Their praise and attention seems somehow unreal 
and unnatural to him—as though he were a sick 
patient who was being carefully deceived about 
the real state of his health. Presently, he feels, 
they will come up to him gently from behind, take 
him by the shoulders to the waiting ambulance 
and convey him to the lunatic asylum. This is 
how he feels about his fame. He did not see his 
reader, but for some reason he imagined him to 
be unsympathetic and distrustful; and when his 
plays were being performed it always seemed to 
him that the dark-haired men were hostile and the 
blond ones coldly indifferent. Nina interrupts 
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him to ask if the actual writing was not exhilarat- 
ing, and Trigorin says: “Yes. When I write it’s 
agreeable. And reading the proof is agreeable, 
but . . . no sooner has it come out in print than 
I feel I can’t endure it, and it’s already plain 
to me that the whole thing’s a mistake, that I 
shouldn’t have written it. . . .” But the public 
reads: ‘Yes, charming, clever. . . . Clever, 
but a long way off Tolstoy,’ or: ‘A beautiful 
thing, but Turgenev’s Fathers and Children is 
better.’ And so to my dying day it will only be 
charming and clever, charming and clever, and 
when I die, my friends in passing by my grave 
will say: ‘Here lies Trigorin. He was a good 
writer, but he wrote worse than Turgenev:’” 

“Forgive me, but I fail to understand you,” 
rejoins his young admirer. “You're simply 
spoiled by success.” 

“What success? I never cared for myself. 
I don’t care for myself as a writer. ‘The worst 
of it all is, that I am in a kind of trance and often 
don’t understand myself what I write. . . . I 
love this water, these trees, the sky. I feel nature, 
she inspires in me a passion, an overwhelming 
desire to write. But I am not merely a landscape 
painter, I am a citizen, too, I love my country, 
the people, I feel that if I am a writer I am 
bound to talk of the people, of their suffering, of 
their future, talk of science, of the right of man, 
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and so on and so on, and I speak of it all, I 
hurry, they drive me on from all sides, get angry, 
{I dart from one side to another, like a fox with 
the hounds on his heels, I see that life and science 
are always advancing, while I am more and more 
losing ground, like a peasant who has just missed 
the train.” 


ihe 


Chehov’s name, by the way, had much better 
be spelt as I spell it. This is the nearest to both 
the Russian spelling and pronunciation. And 
transliteration from the Russian, as Mr. Aylmer 
Maude long ago observed, is a compromise be- 
tween the two, due regard always given to the 
simplicity, shortness, and directness of the ren- 
dering. While living abroad, Chehov himself had 
made use of more than one transliteration of his 
name. But there is certainly no need whatever 
for the initial “T,” so far as the English trans- 
literation goes. However, this is not very im- 
portant. c 

When one thinks of Chehov and then remem- 
bers that he was actually the grandson of a serf, 
indeed, strictly speaking, the son of an ex-serf, 
for it was his grandfather who purchased his own 
freedom and that of his family, one begins to 
realise the extraordinary homogeneity of the Rus- 
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sian people. One also realises the incalculable 
possibilities of Russia’s future, following upon the 
stimulus of a wider education. 

Here is a piece of dialogue between the success- 
ful merchant whose father was an illiterate peas- 
ant, and Trofimov, the ‘eternal student’ (the 
Cherry Orchard) :— 

Trorimoy. Don’t wave your hands about! Get 
rid of that habit of waving them about. . . 
All the same, I like you. You've thin, delicate 
fingers [like Chehov himself], like those OF an 
artist, and you’ve a thin, delicate soul. 

LopaHIN. .. . Well, as I was saying, I 
made forty thousand roubles, and J mean Id like 
to lend you some, because I can afford it. Why 
turn up your nose at it? Tm just a simple © 
peasant. o)-« 

Trormmoy. Your father was a peasant, mine 
was a chemist, and nothing whatever follows 
from it. 


Anton Chehov’s grandfather purchased his free- 
dom and that of his family for 3,500 roubles 
(then about £350), with one daughter thrown in 
for nothing. Chehov’s father started life as a 
serf, and a few years after his freedom had been 
purchased, settled at Taganrog and opened a 
wholesale grocer’s shop. And certainly “noth- 
ing whatever followed from this,” since Anton 
Chehov, the son of a serf, is the most subtle and 
delicately discriminating, and yet also the most 


[65] 


ANTON CHEHOV 


level-headed and humorous of all Russian writers, 
as well as the most truly civilised of men. 

His father could sing, read music at sight, and 
play the violin, and also made a hobby of painting 
- ikons. His mother was the daughter of a cloth 
merchant of fairly good education with whom she 
had travelled in Russia, before he too settled at 
Taganrog. There were six children, five of whom 
were boys, Anton being the third son, born on the 
17th of January, 1860, at Taganrog, a port on 
the Black Sea. He used to say in later years: 
“Our talents we got from our father, but our 
soul from our mother.” 

“Write a story of how a young man, the son 
of a serf,” he writes in a letter to Suvorin, also 
of peasant origin, but at that time the proprietor 
of the largest Russian newspaper, the Novoe 
Vremya, 


who has served in a shop, sung in a choir, been at 
a high school and a university, who has been 
brought up to respect everyone of higher rank 
and position, to kiss priests’ hands, to reverence 
other people’s ideas, to be thankful for every 
morsel of bread, who has been many _ times 
whipped, who has trudged from one pupil to 
another without goloshes, who has been used to 
fighting, and tormenting animals, who has liked 
dining with his rich relations, and been hypocritical 
before God and men from the mere consciousness 
of his own insignificance—write how this young 
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man squeezes the slave out of himself, drop by 
drop, and how waking one beautiful morning he 
feels that he has no longer a slave’s blood in his 
veins but a real man’s. 


After a stretch of good fortune, his father’s 
luck turned; the grocer’s shop went from bad 
to worse, till he was compelled to close it down, 
his house being sold by auction. The family 
removed to Moscow, while Anton, then only six- 
teen, remained behind and eked out a meagre 
income by giving lessons and so paying for his 
education at the high school. At that time he 
was fond of going to the theatre and of flirting 
with the schoolgirls. ‘Three years later he went 
up to the University of Moscow, and rejoining 
his people, he gradually superseded his father in 
becoming the main, and soon the sole, support of 
the household. While at the University he wrote 
short sketches and stories, and on taking a degree 
in medicine he began to practice as a doctor. 
“You advise me not to hunt after two hares and 
not to think of medical work,” he writes to Suvorin 
from Moscow: 


I don’t know why one shouldn’t hunt two 
hares even in the literal sense. . . . I feel more 
confident and more satisfied with myself when I 
reflect that I have two professions and not one. 
Medicine is my lawful wife, and literature my 
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mistress. When I get tired of one I spend the 
night with the other. 


At that time he was always short of money, and 
usually implored the editor to pay him in advance. 
But the editor of the humorous journal to which 
Chehov was contributing happened not to be very 
affluent himself, and could not always afford to 
-comply with Chehov’s tragi-comical requests. 

At the age of twenty-six he had occasion to 
reprimand a desultory brother who, because he 
was a painter, somehow thought that “wine and 
women” was properly his equipment. The letter 
deals with specific failings, but also throws a 
light on Chehov’s character. Here are some of 
the conditions which cultured people, in his view, 
must satisfy: 


1. They respect human personality, and there- 
fore they are always kind, gentle, polite, and ready 
to give in to others. They do not make a row 
because of a hammer or a lost piece of india- 
rubber; if they live with anyone, they do not 
regard it as a favour, and, going away, they do 
not say, “Nobody can live with you.” They for- 
give noise and cold and dried-up meat and wit- 
ticisms and the presence of strangers in their 
homes. 

2. They have sympathy not for beggars and 
cats alone. Their heart aches for what the eye 
does not see. . ... ae _ up at night in order 
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to help P. . . . to pay for brothers at the Uni- 
versity and to buy clothes for their mother. 

3. They respect the property of others, and 
therefore pay their debts. 

4. They are sincere, and dread lying like fire. 
They don’t lie even in small things. A lie is in- 
sulting to the listener and puts ‘him in a lower 
position in the eyes of the speaker. They do not 
pose, they behave in the street as they do at 
home, they do not show off before their humbler 
comrades. They are not given to babbling and 
forcing their uninvited confidences on others. Out 
of respect for other people’s ears they more often 
keep silent than talk. 

5. They do not disparage themselves to rouse 
compassion. ‘They do not play on the strings 
of other people’s hearts so that they may sigh 
and make much of them. They do not say, “I 
am misunderstood,” or, “I have become second- 
rate,” because all this is striving after cheap 
effect, is vulgar, stale, false. . 

6. They have no shallow vanity. They do not 
care for such false diamonds as knowing celebri- 
ties, shaking hands with the drunken P., listening 
to the raptures of a stray spectator in a picture 
show, being renowned in the taverns. If they do 
a pennyworth they do not strut about as though 
they had done a hundred roubles’ worth, and do 
not brag of having the entry where others are not 
admitted. The truly talented always keep in 
obscurity among the crowd, as far as possible 
from advertisement. Even Krilov has said that 
an empty barrel echoes more loudly than a ful 
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7. If they have a talent they respect it. They 
sacrifice to it rest, women, wine, vanity. They 
are proud of their talent. Besides, they are 
fastidious. 


It is rather remarkable that there are no very 
definite periods in Chehov’s development upon 
which one could fasten with advantage. For a 
long time his interests were about equally di- 
vided between medicine and literature; but it may 
be said that his real literary activity dates back 
from the year 1886, when he received, being then 
twenty-six, a generous letter of encouragement 
from the then famous veteran writer, Grigorovich. 
In reply, Chehov explains: 


I felt that I had a gift, but I had got into 
the habit of thinking that it was insignificant. 
Purely external causes are sufficient to make one 
unjust to oneself, suspicious, and morbidly sen- 
sitive. And as I realise now, I have always had 
plenty of such causes. All my friends and rela- 
tives have always taken a condescending tone to 
my writing, and never ceased urging me in a 
friendly way not to give up real work for the 
sake of scribbling. . . . In the course of the 
five years that I have been knocking about from 
one newspaper office to another, I have had time 
to assimilate the general view of my literary in- 
significance. I soon got used to looking down 
upon my work, and so it has gone from bad to 
worse. That is the first reason. The second is that 
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I am a doctor, and am up to my ears in medical 
work, so that the proverb about trying to catch 
two hares has given to no one more sleepless 
nights than to me. [In spite of what he wrote to 
Suvorin!] 

. . . Hitherto my attitude to my literary work 
has been frivolous, heedless, casual. I don’t re- 
member a single story over which I have spent 
more than twenty-four hours, and “The Hunts- 
man,” which you liked, I wrote in a bathing-shed! 
I wrote my stories as reporters write their notes 
about fires, mechanically, half-unconsciously, tak- 
ing no thought of the reader or myself. : 
I wrote and did all I could not to waste upon the 
story the scenes and images dear to me which— 
God knows why—I have treasured and kept care- 
fully hidden. 


The first impulse to self-criticism was given me 
by a very kind and to the best of my belief, sin- 
cere letter from Suvorin. I began to think of 
writing something decent, but I still had no faith 
in my being any good as a writer. And then, 
unexpected and undreamed of, came your letter. 
Forgive the comparison: It had on me the effect 
of a Governor’s order to clear out of the town 
within twenty-four hours—i.e., I suddenly felt 
an imperative need to hurry, to make haste and 
get out of where I have stuck. . . . 

. . I give to literature my spare time, two 
or three hours a day and a bit of the night, that 
is, time which is of no use except for short things. 
In the summer, when I have more time and 
fewer expenses, I will try on some serious work. 
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. I rest all my hopes on the future. I am 
only twenty-six. Perhaps I shall succeed in do- 
ing something, though time flies fast. 


His subsequent meeting with Grigorovich in 
Petersburg, where the invalid writer lived, though 
pathetic was not yet without humour. The old 
man was so overcome with emotion at seeing his 
protégé that, in the act of embracing him, he had 
a heart-attack, and for several hours at a stretch 
Chehov, the doctor-author, attended at his host’s 
bedside. 


Apart from 1886, when, thanks to the encour- 
agement received from Grigorovich, Chehov be- 
gan to develop his own peculiar genius, there are 
no stages of development to speak of. ‘The sev- 
eral periods to which Chehov’s younger brother, 
Michael, refers in his biographical sketch, are 
really determined by Chehov’s health and conse- 
quent changes of residence rather than by his in- 
tellectual development. All that can be usefully 
said is that as the years advanced, so his genius 
ground finer. ‘This gradual development, if one 
is bound to look for landmarks, is best seen in 
the gradual improvement of his five four-act plays. 
The Sea-Gull, written in 1894, is better than 
Ivanov, written in 1887; Uncle Vanya, which was 
first produced in 1899 (and is a remodelled ver- 
sion of a hastily written play of 1889, then called 
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the Wood-Demon), is better than the Sea-Gull; 
and Three Sisters, written in 1900, is better than 
Uncle Vanya, and as good as the Cherry Orchard, 
written in 1903, the year before Chehov’s death, 
and commonly regarded as his masterpiece. His 
stories, all of which are dated in the Russian 
edition, fall into the periods, as it were, created 
by the plays, and are subject to the same advance 
in subtlety and maturity. 

At the age of twenty-eight, after having written 
his first play, Ivanov, he confesses in a letter to 
Suvorin: 

As far as my design goes, I was on the right 
track, but the execution is good for nothing. I 
ought to have waited! I am glad I did not 
listen to Grigorovich two or _ three years 
ago, and write a novel! I can just imag- 
ine what a lot of good material I should have 
spoilt. He says: “Talent and freshness over- 
come everything.” It is more true to say that 
talent and freshness can spoil a great deal. In 
addition to plenty of material and talent, one 
wants something else which is no less important. 
One wants to be mature—that is one thing; and 
for another the feeling of personal freedom is es- 
sential, and that feeling has only recently begun 
to develop in me. I used not to have it before; 
its place was successfully filled by my frivolity, 
carelessness, and lack of respect for my work. 
What writers belonging to the upper class have 
received from nature for nothing, plebeians ac- 
quire at the cost of their youth. 
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The production of his first long play, Ivanov, 
at the age of twenty-nine, was important for him. 
It brought him into eminence. In it he attempted 
to say the last word on the subject of the tradi- 
tional Russian hero harping the traditional Rus- 
sian melody—disillusionment of life. He wanted 
to say it deliberately and objectively, because he 
held that hitherto the subject had been treated 
by writers unconsciously and subjectively, without 
any indication of the causes of the malady. The 
theme, the embryo of Chehov’s sensibility, a novel 
and ambitious theme, for the theatre of all places, 
is an insistence that there are in human conduct 
fine shades and subtleties elusive of definition 
which defy the hard and fast and characteristi- 
cally legal way of reasoning. In the play he gets 
several of the characters to put two and two to- 
gether and make four; but the sum is wrong 
nevertheless, because they were wrong in putting 
two and two together from the start; in their 
credulity the judges of their fellows had overlooked 
the fractions which upset such simple calcula- 
tions. 

About this time he writes: 


They invite me everywhere and regale me with 
food and drink like a general at a wedding. My 
sister is indignant that people on all sides invite 
her simply because she is a writer’s sister. No 
one wants to love the ordinary people in us. 
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Chehov’s life henceforth resolves itself into de- 
veloping the strip of land that he had purchased 
for himself and his family (comprising his father, 
mother, sister, aunt, and younger brother, all of 
whom he supported on his meagre earnings as a 
writer and a doctor), doctoring the peasants, 
free of charge, building schools for them at his 
own expense, which he could ill afford to do, often 
borrowing money and working against time and 
health in order to repay it, the while slowly dy- 
ing of consumption. We read of him now or- 
ganising famine relief in the stricken area, now 
setting off, almost single-handed, to combat the 
cholera epidemic in the district, now actively en- 
gaged in taking the census of the province. For 
the rest, he took occasional trips to Moscow, 
Petersburg, and abroad. On one occasion he took 
a journey across Siberia, returning by way of 
Vladivostok, Hongkong, Singapore, and _ the 
Red Sea. On his return he wrote a_ book 
on the penal system, which, we are told, had a 
favourable effect on the authorities, and may have 
been one of the causes of the reforms that fol- 
lowed. Like all great men, he was keenly aware 
of the futility of punishment, but it must be re- 
membered that in the Russia of his day he could 
not be too careful of what he said. And Chehovy, 
it must be owned, was careful, and never had 
any trouble with the Russian Government. (Only 
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one work of his was suppressed by the 
censor—a one-act play, entitled On the Highway, 
which is a little masterpiece. It was _ pub- 
lished after Chehov’s death.) The fact that he 
avoided trouble was due to a quite proper feeling 
of self-preservation. The kind of heroism neces- 
sary to defy a Russian imperial government was 
about as sensible as the heroism necessary for, let 
us say, Jumping out of the window. It was suicide, 
and, for a literary genius, unforgivable folly. 
Tolstoy alone, owing to his great reputation 
throughout the world, was moderately safe in 
speaking his mind. “We are restrained,’ Chehov 
writes to a friend, “by an instinct of self-preser- 
vation and we are afraid.” 


We are afraid of being overheard by some un- 
cultured Eisquimaux who does not like us, and 
whom we don’t like either. I personally am 
afraid that my acquaintance, N., whose cleverness 
attracts us, will hold forth with raised finger, in 
every railway carriage and every house about me, 
settling the question why I became so intimate 
with X. while I was beloved by Z. 


Politically, Chehov was—how shall I put it?— 
a reasonable man. This is what he writes to Su- 
vorin on the subject of the student riots in 1899: 


Chase nature out of the door and she will fly in 
through the window; when there is no right to ex- 
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press one’s opinions freely, then one expresses 
them provokingly, with aggravation and often, 
from the standpoint of the state, in an ugly and 
disgusting fashion. Give them freedom of the 
press and freedom of conscience, and then 
the desired tranquillity will set in, which, true 
enough, would not last very long, but would last 
our time, anyhow. 


Something in the nature of a forecast of the 
Russian Revolution is to be found among the 
papers discovered in a special file entitled Themes, 
Thoughts, Notes, and Fragments, after his death: 


I was irritated by smooth words and by those 
who speak them, and on reaching home I medi- 
tated thus: some rail at the world, others at the 
crowd, others again praise the past and blame the 
present; they cry out that there are no ideals, and 
so on, but all this was already going on twenty or 
thirty years ago; these are worn-out forms which - 
have already served their time, and whoever re- 
peats them now, he too is no longer young and is 
himself worn out. With last year’s foliage there 
decay, too, those who live in it. It seemed to me 
that we uncultured, worn-out people, banal in 
speech, stereotyped in intention, have grown quite 
mouldy and, while we intellectuals are rummag- 
ing among old rags and, according to the old 
Russian custom, biting one another, there is boil- 
ing up around us a life which we neither know 
nor notice. Great events will take us unawares, 
like sleeping fairies, si will see that Sidorov, 
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the merchant, and the teacher of the district school 
at Yeletz, who see and know more than we do, 
will push us far into the background, because 
they will have accomplished more than all of us 
together. And I thought that, were we now to 
obtain political liberty, of which we talk so much, 
while engaged in biting one another, we should 
not know what to do with it, we should waste it 
in accusing one another in the newspapers of be- 
ing spies and money-grubbers, we should frighten 
society with the assurance that we have neither 
men, nor science, nor literature, nothing! Noth- 
ing! And to scare society as we are doing now, 
and as we shall continue to do, means to deprive 
it of courage; it means simply to declare that we 
have no social or political sense in us. And I 
also thought that, before the dawn of a new life 
has broken, we shall turn into sinister old men and 
women, and we shall be the first who, in our 
hatred of that dawn, will calumniate it. 


And in a letter to a friend he comments on the 
Russian intelligentsia: 


I don’t believe in our intelligentsia, which is 
hypocritical, false, hysterical, badly wrought up, 
and lazy; I don’t believe in her even when she’s 
suffering and complaining, for her oppressors 
come from her own entrails. I believe in in- 
dividual people, I see salvation in individual per- 
sonalities scattered here and there all over Russia 
—whether they belong to the intelligentsia or 
to the peasants—they have strength though they 
are few. 
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On the subject of legal justice he writes in a 
letter: 


Whether from our point of view the jury are 
mistaken or not mistaken, we ought to recognise 
that in each individual case they form a con- 
scious judgment and make an effort to do so 
conscientiously; and if a captain steers his steamer 
conscientiously, continually consulting the chart 
and the compass, and if the steamer is nevertheless 
shipwrecked, would it not be more correct to put 
down the shipwreck, not to the captain, but to 
something else—for instance, to think that the 
chart is out of date or that the bottom of the 
sea has changed? . . . Apart from the criminal 
law, the penal code, and legal procedure, there is 
a moral law, which is always in advance of the 
established law, and which defines our actions 
precisely when we try to act on our conscience 

In the same way it sometimes happens 
to the jury to be put in a position in which they 
fee] that their conscience is not satisfied by the 
established law that in the case they are judging 
there are fine shades and subtleties which cannot 
be brought under the provisions of the penal code, 
and that obviously something else is needed for a 
Just judgment, and that for the lack of that 

“something” they will be forced to give a judg- 
ment in which something is lacking. 


In a letter to Suvorin concerning the famous 
Dreyfus case, then agitating the public mind, 
among other things he says: 
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Let Dreyfus be guilty, and Zola is still right, 
since it is the duty of writers, not to accuse, not to 
prosecute, but to champion even the guilty once 
they have been condemned and are enduring pun- 
ishment. I shall be told: “What of the political 
position, the interests of the State?” But great 
writers and artists ought to take part in politics 
only so far as they have to protect themselves 
from politics. There are plenty of accusers, 
prosecutors, and gendarmes without them, and, in 
any case, the role of Paul suits them better than 
that of Saul. 


Ill 


In his letters to his friends Chehov constantly 
insists that it is the writer’s business to act in the 
capacity of judge, by merely putting the right 
questions, and leaving the answers to the reader, 
who constitutes the jury. “You confuse two 
things,” he writes to Suvorin, “solving a problem 
and, stating a problem correctly. It is only the 
second that is obligatory for the artist. In Anna 
Karenina and Evgeni Onegin not a single prob- 
lem is solved, but they satisfy you completely 
because all the problems are correctly stated in 
them.” 

The writer, Chehov says, is as necessary “as a 
star is to an astronomer.” ‘We have specialists 
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ness to judge of the commune, of the future of 
capitalism, of the evils of drunkenness, of boots, 
of the diseases of women,” he writes in a letter. 
These specialists are the people, the astronomers, 
so to speak, who can make use of him as he re- 
flects life for them. He is the star that they may 
trust as they make their calculations. And here 
he hits upon his proper place in modern civili- 
sation. He corroborates his view: 
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That in his [the literary artist’s] sphere there 
are no questions, but only answers, can be main- 
tained only by those who have never written and 
have had no experience of thinking in images. 
An artist observes, selects, guesses, combines— 
and this in itself presupposes a question: unless 
he had set himself a question from the very first, 
there would be nothing to conjecture and nothing 
to select. To put it briefly, I will end by using 
the language of psychiatry: if one denies that 
creative work involves problems and purposes, one 
must admit that an artist creates without pre- 
meditation or intention, in a state of aberration; 
therefore, if an author boasted to me of having 
written a novel without a preconceived design, 
under a sudden inspiration, I should call him 
mad. 


He is certainly not an “Art for Art’s Saker.” 


Art for art’s sake is to him like eating for its 
own sake—a nonsensical proposition. ‘“Sienkie- 
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vicz has evidently not read Tolsoy,” he writes, 
“and.does not know Nietzsche”: 


he talks about hypnotism like a shopman; on the 
other hand, every page is positively sprinkled 
with Rubens, Borghesi, Corregio, Botticelli—and 
that is done to show off his culture to the bour- 
geois reader and make a long nose on the sly at 


materialism. The object of the novel is to lull the. — 


bourgeoisie to sleep in its golden dreams. Be 
faithful to your wife, pray with her over the 
prayer-book, save money, love sport, and all is. 


well with you in this world and the next. ihex 
bourgeoisie is very fond of so-called practical 


types and novels with happy endings, ‘since they 
soothe it with the idea that one can ‘both accumu- 
late capital and preserve innocence, be a beast and 
at the same time be happy. 


His attitude to criticism is interesting. He 


wanted critics, he deplored their absence.’ ‘“Liter-— 


ary society,” he writes, “students, Pleshcheyev [a 
veteran poet], young ladies, ete., were enthusias- 
tic in their praises of my ‘Nervous Breakdown,’ 
but Grigorovich was the only one who noticed 
the description of the first snow.” 


If we had critics, I should know that I provide 
material, whether good or bad does not matter— 
that to men who devote themselves to the study 
of life I am as necessary as a star is to an astron- 
omer. . . . A number of tribes, religions, lan- 
guages, civilisations, have vanished without a trace 
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—vanished because there were no historians or 
biologists. In the same way a number of lives 
and works of art disappear before our very eyes 
owing to the complete absence of criticism. It 
may be objected that critics would have nothing 
to do because all modern works are poor and 
insignificant. But this is a narrow way of look- 
ing at things. Life must be studied not from 
the pluses alone, but from the minuses too. The 
conviction that the “eighties” have not produced a 
single writer may in itself provide material for 
five volumes. 


He was dissatisfied with Merezhkovski’s maga- 
zine article about him. Merezhkovski, in Chehov’s 
view, “writes smoothly and youthfully, but at 
every page loses heart, makes reservations and 
coneessions, and this means that he is not clear 
upon the subject.” And Chehov gradually begins 
to doubt whether critics really know anything 
that he does not know himself. He writes: 

When people talk to me of what is artistic and 
inartistic, of what is dramatic and not dramatic, 
of tendency, realism, and so on, I am bewildered, 
hesitatingly assent, and answer with banal half- 


- truths not worth a brass farthing. I divide all 


works into two classes: those I like and those I 
don’t. I have no other criterion, and if you ask 
me why I like Shakespeare and don’t like Zlatov- 
ratski [a third-rate writer], I don’t ven- 
ture to answer. Perhaps in time, and 
as I grow wiser, I may work out some cri- 
terion, but meanwhile all conversations about 
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what is “artistic” only weary me, and seem to me 
like a continuation of the scholastic disputations 
with which people wearied themselves in the Mid- 
dle Ages. If criticism, on the authority of which 
you rely, knows what you and I don’t know, why 
has it up till now not spoken? Why does it not 
reveal the truth and the immutable laws? . 

If it knew, believe me, it would long ago have 
shown us the true path. . . . But criticism 
maintains a dignified silence or gets out of it with 
trashy babble. If it seems to you authoritative, + 
it is because it is stupid, conceited, impudent, and 
clamorous; because it is an empty barrel one can- 
not help hearing. 


Years later, in a letter to Vladimir Nemirovich- 
Danchenko, the founder of the Moscow Art Thea- 
tre, which had made its reputation chiefly over 
Chehov’s plays, he writes concerning a review of 
Uncle Vanya, in which the people of his play were 
compared with types from Goncharov and Tur- 
genev: 


It is repulsive to me—this yoking up to “Ob- 
lomov,” to “Fathers and Children.’ You can 
-yoke up any play to whatever you please, and if 
Sanin and Ignatiev [the reviewers] had taken 
Nozdrév instead of Oblomov, or King Lear, it 
would come out equally profound and _ read- 
able. I do not read such articles in order not to 
choke up my mood with rubbish. 


Again, to Suvorin: 
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_ I should read now, with pleasure, even with 
joy, something serious, not merely about myself, 
but things in general. I pine for serious reading, 
and recent Russian criticism does not nourish, but 
simply irritates me. I could read with enthusiasm 
something new about Pushkin or Tolstoy. That 
would be balsam for my idle mind. 


And yet again: 


I send you Muihailovski’s article on Tolstoy. 
Read it and grow perfect. It’s a good article, but 
it’s strange; one might write a thousand such 
articles and things would not be one step for- 
warder, and it would still remain unintelligible 
why such articles are written. 


Here is a relevant extract from his note-book: 


A professor’s opinion: not Shakespeare, but the 
commentaries on him are the thing. 


And to wind up with the subject of criticism, 
Maxim Gorki tells us in his Reminiscences of Che- 
hov what Chehov said to him on the subject of 
critics: 


“Critics are like horse-flies which prevent the 
horse from ploughing,” he said, smiling his wise 
smile. “The horse works, all its muscles drawn 
tight like the strings on a double-bass, and a fly 
settles on his flanks and tickles and buzzes . . . 
he has to twitch his skin and swish his tail. And 
what does the fly buzz about? It scarcely knows 
itself; simply because it is restless and wants to 
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proclaim: ‘Look, I too am living on the earth. 
See, I can buzz too, buzz about anything. For 

~twenty-five years I have read criticisms of my 
stories, and I don’t remember a single remark of 
any value or one word of valuable advice. Only 
once Skabichevski wrote something which made 
an impression on me . . . he said I would die in 
a diteh, drunk.” 


In the Sea-Gull, the wily actress thus praises 
her lover, the fashionable writer Trigorin; and 
what she says to him applies in fact to Chehov 
himself, and I think there can be little doubt that 
while writing it Chehov must have realised this: 


You are so talented, so wise, the best of all 
living writers. . . . You have so much sincerity, 
simplicity, freshness, sound humour. . . . You 
can, by a single stroke, convey the essential, that 
which is characteristic of a character or of a land- 
scape, your people are like living people. Oh, one 
cannot read you without rapture. 


Perhaps he has said here what the critics had 
all along failed to say about his work. 


IV 


Much can be gathered from his opinions of Tol- 
stoy, ‘Turgenev, Gogol, Goncharov. “I am cold 
in my barn,” he writes to Suvorin. “I should 
like new carpets, and open fireplace, bronzes, and 
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learned conversations. Alas! I shall never be a 
Tolstoyan. In women I love beauty above all 
things; and in the history of mankind, culture, 
expressed in carpets, spring carriages, and keen- 
ness of wit. Ach! to make haste and become an 
old man and sit at a big table! . . .” One 
wonders whether Chehov was not drawn to bronzes 
and carpets and spring carriages, partly, because 
of their comparative novelty to him; and whether 
Tolstoy’s craving for a life d la Jean Jacques was 
not because he had had too much of the other thing 
from his birth. Were they not both reacting from 
what had wearied them? ‘Perhaps because I am 
not smoking,” Chehoy writes, “Tolstoy’s morality 
has ceased to touch me; at the bottom of my heart 
I take up a hostile attitude towards it, and that, 
of course, is not just.” 


I have peasant blood in my veins, and you won’t 
astonish me with peasant virtues. From my 
childhood I have believed in progress, and I 
could not help believing in it since the difference 
between the time when I used to be thrashed and 
when they gave up thrashing me was tremendous 

. But Tolstoy’s philosophy touched me 
profoundly and took possession of me for six 
or seven years, and what affected me was not 
its general propositions, with which I was familiar 
beforehand, but Tolstoy’s manner of expressing 
it, his reasonableness, and probably a sort of hyp- 

notism. Now something in me protests, reason 
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and justice tell me that in the electricity and heat 
of love for man there is something greater than 
chastity and abstinence from meat. War is an 
evil and legal justice is an evil; but it does not 
follow from that that I ought to wear bark shoes 
and sleep on the stove with the labourer, and so 
on, and so on. But that is not the point, it 
is not a matter of pro and con; the thing is that in 
one way or another Tolstoy has passed for me, 
he is not in my soul, and he has departed from me, 
saying: “I leave this your house empty.” I am 
untenanted. I am sick of theorising of all sorts, 
and such bounders as Max Nordau I read with 
positive disgust. Patients in a fever do not 
want food, but they do want something, and that 
vague craving they express as “longing for some- 
thing sour.” I, too, want something sour, and 
that’s not a mere chance feeling, for I notice 
the same mood in others around me. It is just 
as if they had all been in love, had fallen out of 
love, and now were looking for some new dis- 
traction. 


Again: 


“Tolstoy is writing a little book about Art. He 
came to see me in the clinic, and said that he 
had flung aside his novel “Resurrection” as he 
did not like it, and was writing only about Art, 
and had read sixty books about Art. His idea 
is not a new one, all intelligent old men in all the 
ages have sung the same tune in different keys. 
Old men have always been prone to see the end 
of the world, and have always declared that moral- 
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ity was degenerating to the uttermost point, that 
Art was growing feebler, and so on, and so on. 
Lev Nikolaievich wants to persuade us in his 
little book that at the present time Art has en- 
tered upon its final phase, that it is in a blind 
alley, from which it has no outlet (except re- 
treat). 

. That’s just like saying the desire to eat 
and drink has grown old, ‘has. outlived its day, 
and is not what it ought to be. Of course, hun- 
ger is an old story. In the desire to eat we have 
got into a blind alley; but still, eating is neces- 
sary, and we shall go on eating, however the 
philosophers and irate old men moralise. 


But nevertheless his respect for his great con- 


temporary remained unadulterated. ‘Tolstoy! 
ah, Tolstoy!” he writes in regard to the efforts of 
the novelist to alleviate the famine. “In these 


days he is not a man, but a super-man, a Jupiter. 
In the Sbornik he has published an article about 
the relief centres, and the article consists of advice 
and practical instructions. So business-like, sim- 
ple, and sensible.” 


And again: 


His [Tolstoy’s] illness frightened me, and kept 
me on tenter-hooks. I am afraid of Tolstoy’s 
death. If he were to die, there would be a big 
empty place in my life. To begin with, because 
I have never loved any man as much as him. I 
am not a believing man, but of all beliefs I con- 
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sider his the nearest and most akin to me. Sec- 
ondly, while Tolstoy is in literature it is easy and 
pleasant to be a literary man; even recognising 
that one has done nothing, and never will do any- 
thing, it is not so dreadful, since Tolstoy will do 
enough for all. His work is the justification of 
the enthusiasm and expectations built upon litera- 
ture. Thirdly, Tolstoy takes a firm stand, he has 
an immense authority, and so long as he is alive, 
bad tastes in literature, vulgarity of every kind, 
insolent and lachrymose, all the bristling, exas- 
perated vanities will be in the far background, in 
the shade. Nothing but his moral authority is 
capable of maintaining a certain elevation in the 
moods and tendencies of literature so called. 
Without him they would be a flock without a shep- 
herd, or a hotch-potch, in which it would be diffi- 
cult to discriminate anything. 


é 


. Tolstoy came to see me; we talked of 
immortality,” is an entry in his diary. 
Gorki, in his Reminiscences of Tolstoy, writes: 


He loved Chehov, and when he looked at him, 
his eyes were tender and seemed almost to stroke 
Anton Pavlovich’s face. Once, when Anton Pav- 
lovich was walking on the lawn with Alexandra 
Lyovna (Tolstoy’s daughter), Tolstoy, who at 
the time was still ill and was sitting in a chair on 
the terrace, seemed to stretch towards them, say- 
ing in a whisper: “Ah, what a beautiful, magnifi- 
cent man: modest and quiet like a girl! And he 
walks like a girl. He’s simply wonderful.” 
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“I know Tolstoy,” writes Chehov in a letter 
to a friend, “it seems to me that I know him 
well, and I understand every movement of his 
brows, but still I love him.” And again: “I have 
seen Tolstoy. Wise, wise eyes... .” 


There is perhaps nothing more fascinating than 
to read of the attitude of one great writer to 
another. Mr. Aylmer Maude, in his impressive 
volumes on Tolstoy’s life, has a chapter on the 
quarrel between Tolstoy and Turgenev. He tells 
it with an engaging impartiality, and the situa- 
tion, by virtue of the earnestness with which the 
two great novelists intended to blow each other’s 
brains out, is not without humour. In fact, the 
quarrel from beginning to end is extremely funny. 
The funniest part of it, though, was when Tur- 
genev, after the reconciliation, visited Tolstoy and 
sought to be humourous at dinner and amuse the 
latter’s children by imitating various animals, 
while Tolstoy refused to be intimidated or to see 
anything funny in Turgenev’s antics. ‘Tempera- 
mentally, compared with Chehov, both Turgenev 
and Tolstoy seem children in their sudden ineffec- 
tive angers, in their ridiculous challenges. One 
learns that Turgenev dissuaded Dostoevski from 
making the acquaintance of the author of War 
and Peace, warning him that Tolstoy’s temper 
was impossible. I would give much to know what 
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Turgenev would have thought of Chehov’s works 
had he been spared to live to read them. Tol- 
stoy’s opinion of his novels, while ‘Turgenev lived, 
was not a very high one; but in the sentimental 
mood that came upon him after the death of his 
contemporary, he professed to be profoundly 
touched by them, as he re-read them in prepara- 
tion for a lecture on the dead Turgenev, which, 
however—a_ characteristically Russian phenome- 
non!—was forbidden by the police. Tolstoy’s 
attitude to Dostoevski, Gorki tells us, was not 
over-generous, though it was shrewd: he said that 
Dostoevski had a peculiarly suspicious, restless 
mind, and that his characters were psychological 
inventions, that there were no such people in Rus- 
sia or elsewhere. “I bought Dostoevski in your 
shop,” Chehov writes to Suvorin, “and am now 
reading him. It is fine, but very long and indis- 
creet. It is over-pretentious.” 

Of Gorki, Chehov writes: “By appearance he is 
a tramp, but inwardly this is rather an elegant 
man. . . . I want to introduce him to women, 
as I find this useful for him, but he is trying to 
back out of it.” 

“Among other things I am reading Goncharov,” 
Chehov writes in a letter to Suvorin, “and won- 
dering.” 


I wonder how I could have considered Gon- 
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charov a first-rate writer. His “Oblomov” is not 
really good. Oblomov himself is exaggerated and 
is not so striking as to make it worth while to 
write a whole book about him. The other char- 
acters are trivial, with a flavour of Leikin about 
them; they are taken at random, and are half un- 
real. . . . And the chief trouble is that the whole 
novel is cold, cold, cold. IL seratch out Gon- 
charov from the list of my demi-gods. 


“But,” he writes, “how direct, how powerful is 
Gogol, and what an artist he is! His ‘Marriage’ 
alone is worth two hundred thousand rubles. It 
is simply delicious, and that is all about it. He 
is the greatest of Russian writers. In ‘The In- 
spector-General’ the first act is the best, in ‘Mar- 
riage’ the third act is the worst. I am going to 
read it aloud to my people.” 

.Of Turgenev he writes: 


My God! What a glorious thing “Fathers and 
Children” is! It is positively terrifying. Baza- 
rov’s illness is so powerfully done that I felt ill 
and had a sensation as though I had caught the 
infection from him. And the end of Bazarov? 
And the old men? And Kukshina? It’s—it’s 
beyond words. It’s simply a work of genius. I 
don’t like the whole of “On the Eve,” only Elena’s 
father and the end. ‘The end is full of tragedy. 
“The Dog” is very good, the language is wonder- 
ful in it. Please read it if you have forgotten it. 
“Acia” is charming, “A Quiet Backwater” is too 
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compressed and not satisfactory. I don’t like 
“Smoke” at all. “The House of Gentlefolk” is _ 
weaker than “Fathers and Children,” but the end 
is like a miracle, too. Except for the old woman 
in “Fathers and Children’—that is, Bazarov’s 
mother—and the mothers as a rule, especially the 
society women, who are, however, all alike (Liza’s — 
mother, Elena’s mother), and Lavretski’s mother, — 
who had been a serf, and the humble peasant — 
women, all Turgenev’s girls and women are in- 
sufferable in their artificiality, and—forgive my 
saying it—falsity. Liza and Elena are not Rus- — 
sian girls, but some sort of Pythian prophetesses, — 
full of extravagant pretensions. Irma in 
“Smoke,” Madame Odintsov in “Fathers and 
Children,” all the lionesses, in fact, fiery, alluring, 
insatiable creatures, for ever craving for some- 
thing, are all nonsensical. When one thinks of 
Tolstoy’s “Anna Karenina,” all these young ladies 
of 'Turgenev’s, with their seductive shoulders, — 
fade away into nothing. The negative types of — 
women where Turgenev is slightly caricaturing 
(Kukshina) or jesting (the description of balls) 
are wonderfully drawn, and so successful, that, 
as the saying is, you can’t pick a hole in it. 


One recalls the picture of Tolstoy and Chehov — 
on the latter’s visit to Yasnaya Polyana: the — 
aristocratic novelist, author of the longest novel — 
in the world, almost deliberately uncouth in his 
comfortable peasant garb, and the greatest mod- 
ern dramatist and writer of short-stories, dressed _ 


—e~ 


in an ordinary lounge-suit, wearing a pince-nez on 
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a black cord, tall, slight, strikingly good-looking, 
and a little timid, sitting gingerly at the side of 
his renowned contemporary on an uncomfortable 
garden chair. It has become the habit in some 
_ quarters to deride Tolstoy for his attire on the 
ground that it was an affectation. This is unjust 
For it was more comfortable for Tolstoy to dress 
in the Russian country manner, since he lived in 
the country. Nor can the esthetic advantage of 
the “great writer of the Russian land,” as Tur- 
genev on his death-bed called him, attired in a 
simple Russian blouse, be overlooked, all the 
more so when you remember that Tolstoy’s some- 
what coarse, ungainly face was conspicuously out 
of place in a European costume. The bare feet, 
as seen on the famous Repin picture, are, of 
course, the painter’s own addition. “I have given 
him food and drink,” was Tolstoy’s laughing com- 
ment on Repin’s picture, “and he’s taken my boots 
_ from me.” One fancies that Tolstoy must have 
_ done most of the talking, no doubt with that pon- 
_ derous simplicity that goes down so well in Rus- 
sian, but which is so hopelessly threadbare when 
_ translated into any Western tongue. ‘Tolstoy’s 
_ questions, we gather from Gorki, were intention- 
ally direct, and just a little naive in so far as he 
seemed unaware that some of his hearers were 
aware of it. But all his utterances were received 
with awe, and Chehov actually confessed to Gorki 
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that it was a matter of regret that every utterance 
of the great Tolstoy was not being taken down 
assiduously, as in the case of Goethe. ‘Tolstoy 
loved Chehov, but there was a touch of patronising 
tenderness in his attitude to the younger man. Not 
that Chehov in the least resented it. But I think 
it will be admitted that Tolstoy, by virtue of the 
commanding intellectual position in which his 
dynamic genius placed him, was apt to be at times 
a little trying, and intolerant, and unjust, and 
even a little clumsy. One day, as he saw Chehov 
out, he said to him good-naturedly, much to 
Chehov’s amusement: “You are a very good fel- 
low, and I am very fond of you; and, as you know, 
I can’t bear Shakespeare, but still, his plays are 
better than yours!’ Tolstoy was “interested” 
in Chehov’s plays; but that seems to have been 
all. Though it may very likely be that Tolstoy’s 
failure to appreciate their disturbing beauty, their 
dramatic daring, may be accounted for by the 
fact that the last two plays, Three Sisters and the 
Cherry Orchard, had not yet been written. For 
there is no excuse for failing to appreciate them. 
Tolstoy thought highly of Chehov as a writer of 
short-stories, callmg him the Russian Maupas- 
sant; but regretted that his works expressed no 
clear philosophy of conduct, and said that Chehov 
would have been an even better writer but for 
his medical training. The comparison with Mau- 
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passant is a little naive. One could understand 
Maupassant being called the French Chehov, in a 
mood of generous extravagance. But it was well 
meant; and, after all, Maupassant preceded Che- 
hov, and both of them excelled in the short-story ; 
nor do we know how much Chehov had accom- 
plished when Tolstoy conferred the compliment 
upon him. 

Chehov had a keener and more delicate sense of 
humour than Tolstoy: he could afford to laugh at 
himself more easily—a gift which in Tolstoy, be- 
cause of his burning sense of shame for the ig- 
noble (his acute conscience, which, it will be re- 
membered, he said was the only sign of God in 
man), was often checked, and totally extinguished 
when he undertook that last railway journey, so 
unnecessarily theatrical, since he himself abhorred 
theatricality—no man more. 


Vv 


Chehov was fond of saying that a writer has no 
need of note-books, since his memory ought to be 
his note-book. But when he died, it was dis- 
covered that his writing-table drawer was full of 
note-books. 

In a letter from Nice, where he was compelled 
to spend the winter on more than one occasion, 
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he confesses to a friend that he had noticed that, 
by a curious coincidence, whenever he wrote much 
he was invariably poor, and incidentally, when- 
ever he felt gay he wrote dreary stories, and vice 
versa. Ward No. 6 was written while he was in 
the best of spirits. But Chehov himself did not 
favour it, “owing to a complete absence of woman 
and the element of love.” “I can’t endure such 
stories,” he writes. “I write them, as it were, by 
accident, thoughtlessly.” While abroad, he spared 
no pains in sending books to the new municipal 
library of his native Taganrog, which he equipped 
with complete editions of the Western classics. 
The library is dedicated to his memory. 

In the latter part of his life Chehov was com- 
pelled to live more or less permanently in the 
Crimea. His health was ruined, his lungs could 
not hold out in the northern climate which he 
loved. He was consequently obliged to sell the 
estate at Melihovo, into which he had put so much 
work. At that time he sold the complete collec- 
tion of his works, as well as those to come, to a 
Petersburg publisher, and he was able to buy 
some land at Yalta and build a house; and it was 
here that in the autumn of 1900 he wrote the Three 
Sisters. “Oh, do not tire, do not grow cold!” he 
writes to his friend Nemirovich-Danchenko, the 
founder of the Art Theatre at Moscow. “The 
Art Theatre is the best pages of that book which 
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one day will be written about the contemporary 
Russian theatre. That theatre is your pride, and 
it is the only theatre which I love, though I have 
never been in it. If I lived in Moscow, I would 
try to join your staff, if only as a porter, to pre- 
vent your growing cold towards that charming 
institution.” In the same letter, dated November, 
1899, he says that he has a plot for a new play— 
Three Sisters. In the same year Uncle Vanya 
was being played at Moscow, with considerable 
success. This is what Chehov writes to Olga 
Knipper, an actress of the Art Theatre, whom 
he married two years later: 


You ask me whether I shall be excited, but you 
see I only heard properly that Uncle Vanya, 
was to be given on the twenty-sixth from your let- 
ter, ‘which I got on the twenty-seventh. The 
telegrams began coming on the evening of the 
twenty-seventh, when I was in bed. They send 
them on to me by telephone. I woke up every 
time and ran with bare feet to the telephone, and 
got very much chilled; then I had scarcely dozed 
off when the bell rang again and again. It’s the 
first time that my own fame has kept me awake. 
The next evening when I went to bed I put my 
slippers and dressing-gown beside my bed, but 
there were no more telegrams. 


We are told that when the Three Sisters was 
performed for the first time at the Art Theatre 
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in Moscow, it made a deep impression, and the 
end of the play left the audience breathless, so 
stifling was the restraint of accumulated emotion. 
And when, in 1904, the Cherry Orchard was pro- 
duced, a palpitating hush fell upon the audience 
after the first curtain, and Chehov’s friends had 
an uneasy feeling that the play was going to be 
a failure; but the momentary hesitation was due 
to a spell of ecstasy that had come over the audi- 
ence. The next moment the theatre burst into 
applause. The performance was made an occa- 
sion for celebrating the twenty-fifth year of Che- 
hov’s literary activity, and he was publicly ac- 
claimed as one of Russia’s greatest dramatists. 
He was cheered by the audience lingeringly and 
affectionately. In a letter to a friend two days 
after the event, he says: “At the first performance 
of the Cherry Orchard on the 17th of January, 
they gave me an ovation, so lavish, warm, and 
really so unexpected, that I can’t get over it even 
now. . a 

His health, in the meanwhile, was declining 
steadily, and it was clear to many who saw him 
that his end was not far off. The hearty reception 
exhausted him, and he returned with relief to his 
home at Yalta. His health was shattered, and 
at the beginning of May, 1904, terribly ill, he 
journeyed to Moscow, and on arrival took to his 
bed and was laid up till June. In June he set 
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off with his wife for a cure to the Black Forest, 
and settled in Badenweiler. He wrote to his 
sister that he was hourly adding weight and 
steadily getter better and stronger; it may have 
been that it was an attempt to deceive himself, 
or he may have believed it, for he had already 
begun to make inquiries about the steamers return- 
ing to Russia, when, on the 2nd of J uly, he died. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


THE MEANS BY WHICH HIS SENSIBILITY WAS GIVEN 
EXPRESSION: A TECHNICAL EXAMINATION OF 
HIS STYLE 


I 


I coME now to what is, to me, the most attrac- 
tive section of this essay, to the point at which I 
may at last, in Mr. Middleton Murry’s words, 
“conduct a technical examination into the writer’s 
style.’ Mr. Arnold Bennett once very properly 
traced the impulse of the literary art back to what 
he calls the “primitive novelist,” who to this day, 
he says, can be seen transmitting to acquaintances 
his fragmentary and crude visions of life in the 
café or the club or the kerbstone: the man who has 
something to tell and who is bursting to tell it. 
While the impulse toward communication is also 
the social justification of literary work, there is 
poetic justice in the truth that writers who, des- 
pite the lack of such an impulse, persist in writing 
all the same, may conceivably succeed in some- 
thing very different from good literature: in self- 
expression to their own, perhaps entire, satisfac- 
tion. Which does not imply, of course, that a 
writer either has the impulse for communication 

[102] 


a 


ANTON CHEHOV 


or has it not at all: he may have it in varying de- 
gree, with varying results. Perhaps that ex- 
plains why the greater writers have never made 
half the fuss about the difficulties of delivering 
themselves of their conceptions as do the smaller 
ones, who suffer torture in the process of cultivat- 
ing ‘style Their admission of their diffi- 
culties of expression, which they naively think 
implies a delicate, fastidious, discriminating vision, 
is not altogether without humour, seeing that what 
it more clearly implies is a deficiency of that pas- 
sion for communication that ‘sees’ the writer 
‘through’ and ensures the delivery of his con- 
ceptions in a thoroughly adequate style: in short, 
a deficiency in genius. Because their sensibilities, 
however delicate, had not the stronger impulse 
necessary for communicating their impressions 
about life to other human beings—the genuine 
literary gift—by which style (the measure of suc- 
cess of this communication), by completely blend- 
ing with the writer’s own impression of what his 
work ought to be like, becomes perfect style, our 
reputed stylists “played the sedulous ape” and 
relied on their “infinite capacity for taking pains” 
to stimulate their self-expression. 'To them, be- 
cause they lack that natural flush that comes from 
a quickening of the blood in the literary act of 
communication, ‘style’ is a matter of cosmetics, 
to be ‘applied from without.’ 
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The first thing, then, to be said about Chehov’s 
style, is that he had something to tell, that he was 
really anxious to tell it, and so told it easily and 
directly and wholly: in perfectly adequate style. 
The ‘problem’ of how simply did not arise. 


II 


Then there is Realism. Chehov’s realism is 
the natural development of the realism of Gogol, 
Turgenev, Dostoevski, and Tolstoy; and it differs 
from the older realism in that he has found for 
it a new and more consistent form. 

Realism, that much-abused term, means, or 
should mean if it is to mean anything at all, the 
extracting from life of its characteristic features— 
for life outside the focus of art is like the sea, 
blurred, formless, and with no design—and the 
replacing of them in a design calculated to repre- 
sent, within art’s focus, life that is like the sea, 
blurred, formless, and with no design. The realist 
is he who has succeeded in presenting within the 
orbit of artistic form (without which there can be 
no question of art) that which eludes form, is 
formless. In other words, a realist, in the person 
of Anton Chehoy, has, for once, succeeded in ac- 
tually capturing that wild beast of the jungle— 
reality—and, moreover, has succeeded in present- 
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ing him to us, not caged up in a zoo, but at large 
in his native wilds: the cage (form) being, for 
the first time in the history of realistic literature, 
completely invisible. No one, not the beast him- 
self, is aware of the cage that holds him, because 
he does not feel the strain, he does not know the 
difference: and yet he is definitely captured, he 
cannot get away, he is there before our very eyes, 
to be gazed upon as long as we may like. 

Mr. Arnold Bennett has said somewhere that 
the odds are against any novel happening in real 
life. ‘That is not wholly true: the odds are 
against any crude, rounded-off, symmetrical sort 
of novel happening in real life. Real life has 
plots innumerable; but they are subtle. Henry 
James has a story which illustrates (unconscious- 
ly) the misplaced kind of subtlety, subtlety which 
is positively offensive in the face of the symmet- 
rical crudity of plot that it tries to cloak. A 
good-looking youth gets engaged to an ugly girl, 
finds he cannot stand it, and runs away at the last 
moment. Years later he meets her again. She 
has now grown beautiful, is the mother of a good- 
looking son; he, the father of an ugly daughter. 
The parents bring them together, to make up for 
their lost opportunity. Her son finds he cannot 
stand it, runs away at the last moment, as in the 
. first case also, to Paris, where, by a chance, the 
older man meets him. One may well ask, what 
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is the use of cloaking such a skeleton of symmetry, 
improbable in real life, with fine shades and sub- 
tle trifles, if the latter must needs reveal the ini- 
tial crudity of the concoction? Another tale of 
James is about a statesman who has no private 
life, a situation which is, of course, counterbal- 
anced by a novelist who has no public life. This 
is not subtlety: it is a mental straining. Such 
plots occur to one by the hundred: you reject 
them automatically because your instinct tells you 
that these clockwork motives are not subtlety at 
all, but merely crudities in miniature. Subtlety 


in literature runs with and alongside of life; it 


has an organic existence; it is of the same stuff 
as life; it has a taste, a smell, you feel better when 
you come across it. A good deal of James’s sub- 
tlety runs contrariwise to the ‘feel’ of life; it is 
cold; it cuts across the tissues of organic life; it is 
like the wrong sort of tonic. And those who re- 
gard his psychological manufactures as subtle are 
really marvelling at the fineness of the needle, 
forgetting that it is but a crowbar in miniature. 


For ‘subtlety’ divorced from life is only a matter | 


of manufacture, a matter of size. You turn out 

nails—big nails, small nails, but they are nails, 

not tissues. And that is the difference. When 

we admire him we are in fact admiring artificial 

flowers. There is no harm in admiring artificial 

flowers. It is only when we deceive ourselves by 
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thinking that they are real flowers, or, on being 
disillusioned, boldly declare that they are better 
than real flowers, that we are on false ground, for 
then we are divorcing art from the living soil on 
which it thrives. 

Chehov knew that the only plots that are worth 
anything are those taken directly from life. For 
they are plots that have grown out of real human 
psychology, and are for that reason interesting, 
because they are instructive. “You can invent 
anything you like,” Tolstoy once said, “but you 
can’t invent psychology.” Before Chehov there 
were realists like Turgenev and Tolstoy, whose 
context as well as plot were taken from real life, 
but while their context was always subtle, their 
plot was always simple. On the other hand, writers 
like James, whose context was accurate and 
minute, strove also to make their plots accurate 
and minute. This they certainly were. But they 
were not subtle. Chehov, pursuing the realism 
of Tolstoy to its logical conclusion, raised his plots 
to the standard of his context: blending them into 
one subtle whole. There is this passage in his 
story, The Steppe: 


Life is terrible and miraculous, and therefore no 
matter how awful the tale you relate in Russia, no 
matter how you may adorn it with brigands’ nests, 
long knives, and miracles, it will resound like a 
myth in the soul of ne and only one who 
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has given way to reading will perhaps glance 
askance, incredulous, and even he will keep silent. 
The cross by the road, the dark loaded carts, the 
open space, and the fate of the men who had 
gathered around the fire—all this in itself was so 
miraculous and terrible that the fantastic myths or 
tales faded and merged with life. 


The essential difference, then, between the old 
tradition and the new one (of which Chehov is 
the pioneer), is that, whereas of old the fluidness 
of life as it is really lived and felt was all but over- 
looked and sometimes forced in order to round off 
the form and to sharpen the outline of a particular 
story, in Chehov it is just the fluidness of life that 
is in fact at once the form and context of his 
stories, the vitality of form depending on the 
clarity with which he shows us that the fusion of 
form and context is deliberate. 

When Gorki as a young man submitted to 
Chehoy, then in his forties, a play that he had 
written, Chehov wrote: “It is, as I expected, very 
good, written @ la Gorki original, very interesting; 
and, to begin by talking of the defects, I have 
noticed only one, a defect incorrigible as red hair 
in a red-haired man—the conservatism of the 
form. You make new and original people sing 
new songs to an accompaniment that looks second- 
hand.” Chehov makes the writer Trigorin in the 
Sea-Gull say: “ new forms. . .. But 
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there’s room enough for all, new forms and old 
forms—why jostle?’ Of course, the youth who 
advocated “new forms” in the Sea-Gull had in 
mind the symbolic school a la Andriev, at least 
the youth’s own play inclined towards that kind 
of thmg. (And of Andreiev Chehov says that he 
is pretentious, difficult to understand, and that 
his talent reminds one of an artificial nightingale.) 
When Chehov told Gorki that his play suffered 
from the conservatism of form, he certainly did 
not wish Gorki to emulate Andreiev or the youth 
in the Sea-Gull. But he was probably conscious 
of Gorki’s failure to profit by Chehov’s own no- 
table contribution to literature—an expedient by 
means of which literature could succeed in being 
truly realistic; in other words, of a form that was 
actually indistinguishable from the context and 
yet was clearly manifest. 

How did he do it? Not by dispensing with 
plot, but by using a totally different kind of plot, 
the tissues of which, as in life, lie below the sur- 
face of events, and, unobtrusive, shape our destiny. 
Thus he all but overlooks the event-plot; more, 
he deliberately lets it be as casual as it is in real 
life. Before Chehov realism was no more than a 
convention. Realistic literature had begun to 
bear a closer resemblance to real life as it piled 
on more and more certain superficial irrelevancies 
characteristic of real life. But even in Flaubert, 
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even in Turgenev, even in Tolstoy himself, it 
stuck to the old traditional form of a strong 
skeleton plot. The ‘story’ which they en- 
deavoured to soak in reality was the better for it; 
but it was the ‘story’ the symmetry, the conclu- 
siveness, the so evidently calculated design of it, 
that prevented the complete illusion of real life. 
It was this that made Mr. Bennett say that realism 
could be no more than a convention. (The other 
argument that realism is merely a convention 
because no two persons see “reality” alike is not 
serious; for on the same ground everything, even 
a photograph, is a distortion of reality, since it 
has to be looked at through a pair of individual 
eyes.) And it was precisely this that Chehov 
meant when he complained of Gorki’s “‘conserva- 
tism of form.” It was as if the older realists were 
afraid to dispense with their ‘story,’ lest their 
novel should thereby completely lose all sense of 
form. And so it would, because to them the form 
depended almost solely on the event-plot. The 
object of realistic literature was obviously to 
resurrect the complete illusion of real life by 
means of things characteristic of real life. But 
while the older realists were making the details 
of their stories characteristic of real life; they for- 
got to make the plot characteristic of real life; so 
much so that Mr. Bennett once confessed that, so 
far as the story was concerned, the odds were 
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against any novel happening in real life. Chehov 
saw that, and made his plots characteristic of real 
life by choosing for his themes stories which were 
not of the unlikely kind (because taken from real 
life and developed into “stories”), but just as 
they would probably have happened if allowed 
to run their natural course in real life. Thus the 
odds are not against but for Chehov’s stories hap- 
pening in real life. Because, whereas the other 
realists had to convince us that their story hap- 
pened in real life against such a_ probability. 


- Chehov’s story is to convince us that the same 


story did in fact not happen as the other novelists 
would have us think it did, but was at this or 
that point blurred, interrupted, mauled, or other- 
wise tampered with (as most “would-be” stories 
are in real life) by life: the making it all as much 
as possible real life and as little as possible a 
“story” is, in fact, the story—the plot completely 
blended with the context, and the form accen- 
tuated by the feeling, “This is life.’ ‘To Chehov 
literature is life made intelligible by the discovery 
of form—the form that is invisible in life but 
which is seen when, mentally, you step aside to get 
a better view of life. Life, because it has aspects 
innumerable, seems blurred and devoid of all form. 
And since literature must have form, and life 
has none, realists of the past thought that they 
could not paint life in the aggregate and preserve 
form, and thus saw fit to express one aspect of 
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life at a time. Until a wholly new aspect oc- 
curred to Chehov—that of life in the aggregate: 
which aspect, in truth, is his form. 

Chehov has written no novels. He called The 
Duel a novel, but it is really too short for a novel. 
But that he wrote short and long stories should 
not be taken to mean that his method of dispens- 
ing with the visible event-plot was unsuitable for 
the novel. The formula for the modern novel and 
story, short or long, would be something like this: 
That things—psychological, “atmospheric,” and 
other—must arise out of one another with, and 
to, some significance. The longer the story, there- 
fore, the more space there is for things, for more 
things, to arise out of one another—even to a 
greater significance. This formula would mean that 
the novel has both form and plot—though both 
may be implicit rather than obtrusive. But the 
value of such formule is more apparent than 
real. They are statements of things a writer has to 
clear up in his own mind sometime ,or another. 
Masterpieces will be written despite, not because 
of, such considerations. Art, literature, are gentle 
things. They should not be squeezed too hard to 
suit existing definitions. The writer is himself one 
quarter unaware as to whither he is steering. It is 
the critics who will afterwards discover ‘‘tenden- 
cies” and rules and method and hidden implica- 
tions. A work of art whose aim and meaning were 
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quite clear to the writer in the act of writing it 
would perish, as the universe would perish if its 
aim was clearly known to it. How, indeed, can 
we determine lasting formule for art if art can 
have no life outside the unexpected? 


IIit 


But to take a few practical examples. “To 
put up with the established fact was impossible, 
not to put up with it was also impossible, and 
there was no middle course.” So thought the 
young man whose sister had run off with a neigh-’ 
bour (Neighbours). The mother was in hysterics. 
The aunt was making the question of her depart- 
ure depend on the incident. At length, having 
made up his mind, the young man rode over to 
the neighbour fully intent on settling the question 
one way or the other. He was going to insult 
the man, whatever the consequences. But when 
he arrived at the neighbour’s house he was dis- 
armed by the ready confidences and the meek 
manner of his former friend. The more he saw 
and heard, the more he understood, and the more 
he understood, the more he was baffled, till he 
had almost forgotten what he had come for. In- 
stead of acting as he had intended, the brother 
finds himself listening to long drawn-out remi- 
niscences of his sister’s seducer, which are humour- 
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ous enough because the man gives himself away 
so completely. He tells about his early marriage 
—a, strange affair, in the manner of Dostoevski. 
It is, in fact, a sort of momentary parody of Dos- 
toevski. Chehov’s touch here is delightfully mali- 
cious. It appears that he had married a poor unfor- 
tunate girl who had been wronged and abandoned 
by a brother officer, and he was therefore asked to 
leave the regiment, which he did with pride in his 
heart. He was an inefficient idealist, utterly de- 
void of any sense of humour. He experienced, 
in his own words, some pure, exalted moments. 
The poor girl, however, whom he had married 
from the highest motives, lost all respect for him 
the moment she became his wife. “A clever man 
has chucked me,” she used to taunt him, “and a 
fool has picked me up!” She went utterly to the 
bad after marriage, left him, but remained a 
source of great trouble and expense, for he was 
still sending money to her while she was having a 
good time with local officers. He was very tall, 
thin, consumptive, and ungainly, and lacked every 
conceivable gift except sincerity, and it is because 
he gives himself away in his narration without in 
the least suspecting it that his dull autobiography 
is so thrilling. He was heavily in debt, his estate 
had been mortgaged twice over, and as he was 
short of fuel, he used the wooden railing round 
the house for firewood. But withal he had a lofty 
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mind and was addicted to liberal principles; but 
even there he was inefficient and stale, and when 


_ he spoke his voice was as monotonous as though 


he were drawling one solitary note. In the course 
of the evening he relates a rather gruesome story 
about a certain Frenchman named Olivier, who 
many years before had rented the country house, 
and who had ordered his daughter’s supposed 
lover to be flogged to death and the body thrown 
into the pond. Thus the evening comes to a 
close. The sister seems grateful to her brother 
for having called, for she interprets this as ap- 
proval on his part. But she is sad, for she knows 
that her proud mother is heart-broken and will 
never forgive her; at the same time, for fear of 
putting herself in the wrong, she will neither re- 
turn nor ask her mother’s forgiveness. The 
brother is so admirably able to enter into the 
respective positions of all the persons concerned 
in the dilemma that he can come to no conclusion 
at all. His sister and her lover walk with him 
part of the way home. ‘The ineffectual unhappy 
seducer talks of the pure, exalted moments they 
had experienced after dinner when they were 
reading some dull article together. “I could not 
contain myself,” he adds, “and wrote a letter to 
the editor for communication to the author. I 
wrote just one line: “Thank you. I press firmly 
your honest hand!” Slowly the brother rides 
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home. “Olivier,” he thought, as he passed the 
pond, “acted inhumanly, but one way or another 
he settled the question, while I have settled 
nothing, but have only made a muddle of it.” 

But that he is unable to settle anything, even 
though he be aware of the practical absurdity of 
being so unable, is a tribute to his mind, not a 
blemish. What is an impasse to-day may be a 
practical proposition to-morrow. It is the way 
of transcendence which, like the imagination, 
seems to be an ‘upward’ and unfolding impetus. 
Even if our perception of fine shades in human 
conduct may at times frustrate solution, it is no 
indictment of a discriminating vision. The im- 
plication is that creative evolution works on the 
lines of the imagination—half blindly. Something 
without yields; our will sees an opening and 
pushes in a wedge. Thus we transcend. There- 
fore we cannot blindly trust the law of contra- 
diction, even though it may pretend to “settle 
things” more easily. 

In The Story of an Unknown Person Chehov 
approaches life from two opposite angles: he pre- 
sents to us, in the persons of two intelligent young 
men, the contrast between the active and the pas- 
sive modes of vision. He adds a young woman 
fired by vague idealism, who first throws over her 
husband from the highest motives of free-love and 
vague idealism, but after being jilted by the lover 
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with whom, much to his annoyance, she goes to 
live, she leaves him also, discovering that he too 
had no ideals, and becomes attached to the fiery 
ex-naval officer who, for revolutionary reasons, 
had been masquerading as a valet in the employ 
of her lover—on the ground that he at least had 
an active vision and clear ideals. Together, they 
set out abroad, where she is to discover that her 
new friend, under the influence of failing health 
and sunny Italy, has tired of his active revolu- 
tionary ideals and only craves for a passive life 
of comfort and tranquillity. 

The treatment of the theme is made the more 
ironic because Chehov tells the story through the 
mouth of the man of action. Thus the man of 
passive vision comes in for a good deal of cen- 
sure, and particularly in the impassioned letter 
which the pseudo-valet writes to his employer on 
the eve of his own departure, in which he dis- 
closes his true identity and denounces in fiery 
words his employer’s “asiatic’” sloth and love of 
comfort, his cold ironic attitude to life and peo- 
ple, and his idle lack of aim. It was a passionate, 
beautiful letter enough. But then Chehov’s irony 


is a warm, understanding, kindly irony, for he 


can sympathise with either view, as well as with 

the young woman. This is just what is so pecu- 

liarly attractive about Chehov’s touch: that he can 

clothe a plot of naked irony with pity and human 
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understanding. At the end of the story the dis- 
quieting impartiality, the impasse of Chehov’s 
sensibility, is lucidly expressed in the conversa- 
tion that takes place between the two men. After 
the death of the young woman in child-birth— 
there had been the suspicion that she had poi- 
soned herself—the ex-revolutionary returns to 
Petersburg in order that he might arrange with 
his late employer for the future of the latter's 
child. During an interview, in the course of 
which the question of the little daughter is satis- 
factorily settled, the host recalls his pseudo- 
valet’s fiery screed, and they exchange these views 
upon the subject: 


“You have probably already forgotten your 
letter. But I cherish it. Your mood then I under- 
stand and, let me confess, I respect that letter. 
Cold, cursed blood, asiatic, horse laughter—this 
is nice and characteristic,” he continued, smiling 
ironically. “And the main idea is probably near 
the truth, though one could argue without end. 
That is to say,” he shuffled, “argue not with the 
idea itself, but with your attitude to the question, 
with your temperament, so to speak. Yes, my 
life is abnormal, spoilt, and no good, and what 
prevents me from beginning a new life is coward- 
ice—here you are perfectly right. But that you 
should be taking this so much to heart that you 
should be excited and in despair—that’s no rea- 
son, there you are quite wrong.” 
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“A living man can’t help getting excited and 
being in despair when he sees how he is perishing 
and how others around him are perishing.” 

“Who says so! I’m not preaching indifference 
in the least, but only want an objective attitude 
to life. The more objective, the less danger there 
is of making mistakes. One must look into the 
root and seek in each event the cause of all causes. 
We have grown weak, we have lowered, finally we 
have fallen, our generation consists entirely of 
neurotics, grousers, all we do is talk of being 
tired, worn-out, but neither you nor I are respon- 
sible for it; we are too small a fry for the fate of 
a whole generation to depend on our arbitrary 
acts. Here, it must be supposed, there are big 
- general causes, which, from the biological point of 
view, have their solid raison d’étre. We are neuro- 
tics, sour people, funks, but perhaps this is neces- 
sary and useful for those generations who are go- 
ing to live after us. Not a hair falls from the 
head without the will of the Heavenly Father— 
in other words, in nature and the sphere of man- 
kind nothing happens for no reason. All is rea- 
soned and necessary. And if so, why should we 
get unduly excited and write desperate letters?’ 

“That is so,” I said thoughtfully. “I believe 
that the following generations will have it easier 
and will see better, having profited by our ex- 
perience. But one also wants to live independent- 
ly of the future generations, and not merely for 
their sake. Life is given but once, and one wants 
to live it gladly, significantly, beautifully. One 
wants to play a conspicuous, noble part, one 
wants to make history, in order that the same 
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generations should have no right to say of every 
one of us: That was a nonentity, or even worse 


. I believe in the purpose and necessity of — 


what happens around us, but what concern have 
I with that necessity, why should my ‘I’ perish?” 
“Well, what’s to be done!” sighed Orlov, rising 
and, as it were, showing that our conversation was 
already at an end. 
I picked up my cap. 


To take another plot. A Woman’s Kingdom. 
A young heiress, of peasant blood but of refined 
education, comes across an attractive and hard- 
working foreman who happens to be employed 
in one of her own factories, and gradually con- 
ceives the idea of marrying him. After dinner on 
Christmas day, in a particularly happy mood, 
she descends to the kitchen, where all the hangers- 
on—a host of women, young and old—are gath- 
ered, and, encouraged by the lively talk of some 
stray old woman, actually confesses before them 
all her desire to marry the foreman, and almosts 
enlists the services of one of the women to bring 
about the marriage. Going up to the drawing- 
room, in a mood of happy melancholy, she sits 
down to the piano, plays and sings, and her silly 
young butler brings up the tea, with a stupid grin 
on his face. She asks him why he is grinning. 
He says that he is amused at the joke of her 


wanting to marry the foreman. She looks at him, — 
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incredulous: Why? Because, says the man, it 
tickles him to think of the foreman sitting side by 
side with his Excellency and the other gentleman, 
who had been dining that night. ‘Why,’ he 
grins again, “he doesn’t even know how to hold a 
fork properly.” And in an instant her illusion is 
shattered to fragments. She feels the pity of it, 
she is disappointed with herself and him, cries for 
her lost happiness of a moment since, but now 
cannot consider the marriage, and warns the 
matchmaker that her declared intention of a while 
ago was only a joke. 

This is the bare plot, but it is so completely lost 
in, indeed identified with, the very taste and 
smell of life that exudes from the context of the 
story that its form, while free from any trace of 
artificial outline, is obtained from within by that 
blending unifying sense: that here we have a pic- 
ture of real life with its outwardly irrational 
drama which privately we all admit to be most 
potent. The life that is portrayed within the com- 
pass of his story is at once loyal to the purpose 
of the story and loyal to the truth of life without. 

Her chamber-maid is hopelessly in love with 
the butler, and because both women have been 
done out of their possible happiness, they under- 
stand each other without words. “Silly fools we 
are, both of us,” says the young heiress, crying 
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and laughing. “Silly fools! Oh, what silly 
fools!” 

The Teacher of Literature affords a good ex- 
ample for a technical examination of a Chehov 
plot. It is the story of a young pedagogue’s 
elopement. Up to the last page or so everything 
is pure unmitigated bliss for the young man, till 
in the end he tires and revolts from the sheer 
abundance of it. This is, briefly, how Chehov 
puts it together. When Nikitin (the young 
teacher) used to visit the home of the girl he 
was afterwards to marry, we are shown some 
seemingly trivial but actually outstanding features 
that impress themselves upon our mind. ‘There 
was her father, rather in the background, always 
talking to somebody, and always one could hear 
his saying: “It’s loutishness! lLoutishness, and 
nothing else. Yes, loutishness!’ There were 
dogs, one of which seemed to dislike Nikitin, and 
growled at him, in this manner: “rrr. . . nga- 
nga-nga-nga . .. rrr... .” while the other 
had the nasty habit of laying his wet muzzle on 
Nikitin’s trousers. Then there was the elder 
sister, a clever but domineering girl of twenty- 
three, who took the place of her dead mother. 
“She called herself an old maid—which meant 
that she was confident that she would marry.” 
And there was a certain Captain Polyanski who 
paid court to her. Nikitin shares a flat with an 
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elderly colleague, whose chief characteristic 
throughout is that he is always saying things 
which are very obvious. 

When Nikitin, roused by the rather high-handed 
ways of the elder daughter, shouts back at her: 
“Tm not going to argue any more. ‘There'll be 
no end to it! Enough!” he immediately ex- 
claims: “Oh, go away, you confounded dog!’ 
for the big dog has laid his wet muzzle and paw 
on Nikitin’s knees, while “rrr . . . nga-nga-nga- 
nga...” comes from under the chair, from 
the other little dog. “It’s loutishness!” he hears 
their father’s voice from the other end of the 
table. “I said so to the Governor himself. This, 
your Excellency, I said, is loutishness!’’ 

_ Nikitin gets engaged to the younger daughter, 
who, though not as handsome as her elder sister, 
is extremely pleasant and attractive, while Cap- 
tain Polyanski still pays his attentions to the 
elder girl. Then there was the wedding and 
Nikitin was married, and in his diary he notes 
down that in the last few years everything, even 
the weather, has been serving the single purpose 
of his happiness. As he was being congratulated 
in church, his colleague, the teacher who always 
said what was very obvious, came up to him and 
said: “So far you were unmarried and lived 
alone, and now you are married and will live 
together.” From church they drove to the new 
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house, which had come to Nikitin, among other 4 
things, as part of his wife’s dowry. Guests and — 
relatives were drinking champagne and the band — 
was playing flourishes, and the elder sister sud- 
denly began to laugh and ery, and then fainted. 
“Nobody can understand!’ she muttered. “No- 
body, nobody! Oh, my God! nobody can under- 
stand!” 


But everybody understood quite well, that she 
was older than her sister Manya by four years, but 
was still not married, and that she cried, not be- 
cause she was jealous, but from a melancholy re- 
cognition that her time was passing, and perhaps 
had already passed. When they were dancing the 
cadril, she was already back in the ballroom, with 
a tear-stained and heavily powdered face, and I 
[it is from Nikitin’s diary] saw how Captain 
Polyanski was holding before her a plate of ice- 
cream, while she ate with a little spoon. 


Married life was to Nikitin the consummation 
of the earlier happiness of the days of his engage- 
ment. His young wife proved to be a most effi- 
cient house-wife into the bargain. Their life was 
an idyll. 


He incessantly watched how his clever, clear- 
headed Manya built the nest, and wanting to show 
her that he too was not superfluous in the house, 
he would go and do something useless: for in- 
stance, pull the dog-cart out of the shed and ex- 
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amine it all over. Manya started a real dairy 
with three cows, and in the cellars she had lots of 
jugs of milk and pots of sour cream, and all this 
she kept for butter. 


Life to him was an idyll. But he told his wife 
that he was the maker of his own happiness, and 
he expressed the view that the miseries and de- 
privations of his childhood and the loneliness of 
his youth had earned him the right to enjoy this 
happiness. He even forgot that he owed his 
material prosperity largely to his wife. But that 
he loved her (Chehoy will never press a point too 
far) is evidenced by this: 


That which in her words was just, seemed to 
him uncommon, extraordinary; and that which 
differed from his own convictions was in his 
view, naive and touching. 


The narrative goes on in this deliberately casual 
way. 


In October the school sustained a heavy loss: 
Ippolit Ippolitich [the old colleague] was taken 
ill with erysipelas on the head and died. For 
two days before his death he was unconscious and 
delirious, but even in his delirium he said nothing 
that was not perfectly well known to everyone. 

“The Volga flows into the Caspian Sea. 
Horses eat oats and hay.” 


The old teacher died of erysipelas, but the 
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funeral was very solemn and lavish; and there is 
this mild ironic touch: 


And looking at the solemn funeral, passers-by 
crossed themselves and said: 


“God grant everyone to die like that.” 


Another subtle touch is the way in which Che- 
hov shows us Nikitin’s selfish narrowness (which 
is at the core of the whole story) by making him, 
on his return from the funeral, set down in his 
diary this unconsciously self-depreciative passage: 
“T wanted to say a warm word at my colleague’s 
grave, but I was warned that this might displease 
the Headmaster, as he did not like our poor 
friend.” 

The winter was drab and wet, but, despite the 
bad weather, Nikitin was as happy as in the sum- 
mer. Only one thing annoyed him: the cats and 
dogs that he had received as part of the dowry. 
The cats fought the dogs, and there was a smell in 
the room like in a zoo, and the angry dog still 
hated him and would not acknowledge him as his 
master, and growled at him: “rrr . . . nga-nga- 
nga. . a 

One night as he returned from his club, where 
he had lost twelve roubles playing cards, his 
thoughts were gloomy, and he began to reproach 
himself for his undeserved happiness; indeed, he 
began to feel that personal happiness was not 
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only illegitimate in itself, but simply could not 
last. He became dissatisfied with his work, for 
which he now saw he had no qualifications; he 
began to crave for some new work in which he 
could lose himself entirely, to the extent of in- 
difference to his personal happiness, the sensation 
of which, he began to feel, was so boringly monot- 
onous. When he came home his wife was already 
asleep, and the white cat lay on her quilt. When 
he spoke to her, from underneath the bed the angry 
dog growled: “rrr . . . nga-nga-nga. : 
She told him that her elder sister had been to see 
her that night. He knew that Captain Polyanski, 
on whom latterly her sister had strongly counted, 
had been transferred to another province. “She 
hasn’t said anything,” his wife told him, “but 
one can see by her face how hard it is for her, 
poor thing.” 

Next day at dinner there was his father-in-law 
and the elder sister. She had tear-stained eyes 
and complained of a headache, while their father 
ate a lot and spoke of how the young men nowa- 
days were unreliable and how little gentlemanly 
feeling there was in them. 


“It’s loutishness!” he said. “I shall tell him 
so to his face. ‘It’s loutishness, sir,’ I shall say.” 


Nikitin smiled and played the host. But after 
dinner he went to his study and locked himself in. 
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Spring was beginning as exquisitely as last 
spring, and it promised the same joys. . . . But 
Nikitin was thinking that it would be nice to take 
a holiday and go to Moscow, and stay at his old 
lodgings there. In the next room they were 
drinking coffee and talking of Captain Polyanski, 
while he tried not to listen, and wrote in his diary: 
“Where am I, my God? I am surrounded by 
vulgarity and vulgarity. Wearisome, insignifi- 
cant people, pots of sour cream, jugs of milk, 
cockroaches, stupid women. . . . There is noth- 
ing more terrible, mortifying, and distressing 
than vulgarity. I must flee from here, flee to- 
day, or I shall go out of my mind!” 


In this synopsis I have tried to indicate the 
chief threads on which the story hangs. I have 
mentioned only a few of the recurring motifs 
which, taken all together, go to the making of that 
process of completely blending context with plot 
which is, perhaps, the most distinctive feature of 
Chehov’s method of construction. But it is suffi- 
cient to assume that the story has, besides the few 
main threads I have indicated, innumerable minor 
threads, to understand precisely why by blending 
plot and context Chehov manages to give a re- 
juvenating, living touch to the vision of reality, 
which lifts his work out of the ruck of those 
realistic writers whose realism is necessarily only 
a convention. 
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IV 


Mr. F. M. Hueffer, writing in the English Re- 
view, is beside himself with joy because he thinks 
Ulysses is certain to determine the fate of mod- 
~ern Anglo-Saxon literature upon the psychological 
road. There is the inevitable allusion to Dostoev- 
ski. All of which is very nice. But when one 
hears it suggested that Mr. Joyce is fast catching 
up with Dostoevski, it might be not irrelevant to 
remark that since the time of Dostoevski psycho- 
logical literature so-called has taken considera- 
ble strides in the method of one Anton Chehov. 
And for these reasons. Firstly (as already shown), 
he has found for it a suitable artistic form. Sec- 
ondly, while making us feel unceasingly aware of 
the magnitude of psychological experience, he 
does not indulge in twenty-four-hour days of it, 
but through stressing some reactions he gives 
psychology a sense of form. And, thirdly, the 
psychological experiences he gives us are all either 
significantly perturbing or delightful, or both, 
and delightful even when intrinsically dull because 
of the ingenious way in which he manages to bring 
them in. Dostoevski’s novels, on the other hand, 
were all rather clumsy on account of the hasty 
- earelessness with which he narrated his event- 
_ plot—a survival of the old conservative method of 
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narration—which at times seemed almost distinct 
from, and merely introductory to, the cherished 
psychological effects which he was about to make, 


and one often feels as if he were himself impatient — 


of the necessity of such a preliminary narration. 
Nor is his presentation of psychology in itself 
delightful, and he seems unable to combine, as 
Chehov can, seriousness of purpose with delight. 
Psychology, in any case, is not yet literature. It 
is sometimes an easy means of getting away. The 
lack of the true artistic gift is not so apparent in a 
tangle of complex psychological threads as it was 
in the “straightforward” narrative. Psychologi- 
cal literature, instead of recording clear and single 
motives, as in the “stories” of the past, has to give 
expression to a “system” of complex reactions, 
something after this manner: I talk to A., and, 
while conscious of him, something might suggest 
to me B., and then something else might send 
the thought coursing through my mind that I 
haven’t paid my dentist’s bill, while all the time 
I may be conscious of the pointed shape of A.’s 
shoes, which suddenly brings home to me the 


exact atmosphere of a certain summer morning in 


Calcutta, while I calmly assent to A.’s proposition. 
This is, in effect, how we do live, and Russian 
literature ever since Gogol has been acknowledg- 


ing it more and more as the complex “feel” of — 
life. But perhaps, either in order to make up for — 
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the long and persistent abstinence on the part 
of English realism, or for some unknown reason, 
Mr. Joyce has now outdone all the Russians put 
together, so much so that distinguished critics 
wave their hands in a panic and declare that Mr. 
Joyce is either a stupendous genius or he is noth- 
ing. [But in either case it will take them ten or 
fifteen years to think about it, and indeed they 
doubt whether the question can be settled satis- 
factorily at all in a few generations. It is, as a 
matter of fact, not always true that posterity is 
the best judge of literary values. Posterity may 
be completely out of tune with the mood that 
necessitated the expression of a work of litera- 
ture, and be unjust to it. What are scholars for, 
if not to reconstruct for themselves a past at- 
mosphere in which alone it was possible to appre- 
ciate the expression of a certain phase and aspect 
of life of which the work is an outcome, and thus 
get the better of the disadvantage (which we 
commonly think an advantage!) of belonging to 
“posterity” in relation to a dead man’s work of 
literature? Thus certain trends in writing can 
be profitably discussed in our own lifetime.] There 
is no limit to the recording of complex experi- 
ences of a twelve, twenty-four, or thirty-six-hour 
day, or, for that matter, of a continuous, indefi- 
nite experience. The real objection is that such 
recording, however faithful, is not interesting in 
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itself. It is not interesting—it is boring—for 
me to follow the minute complex reflections of 
my continuous consciousness, but it is tolerable 
because, after all, seeing that I exist, 1 am more 
or less concerned with my own sensations. But 
it is positively tedious for me to follow the minute 
record (in staccato sentences) of the ordinary 
sensations of another person unless I have reason 
to be interested in that person: and it is up to the 
author to make me so—an end which he is more 
likely to achieve by a partially objective attitude 
to that person. (The same applies to the handling 
of “indecencies” in literature. No one is shocked 
by his own indecencies; but what is indecent is to 
read of other people’s. A man might eat like a 
pig and be happy, but the sight of another person 
eating like himself might spoil his appetite.) 
There is probably nothing easier than to record 
minutely one’s continuous reactions to casual ex- 
periences during the day. But even granted that 
an experiment of this kind needs a perceptive 
mind, it is not plain how it is necessarily a matter 
of art and literature. Such painstaking record 
of psychological reactions resembles the frequent 
taking of a patient’s temperature. If it is litera- 
ture, then the psychologist ought to be the crown- 
ing novelist, in the absence of all other gifts. But 
he is not. Because to the novelist psychology is 
a means, not an end in itself, rough material to be 
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fashioned into art, not yet art. It is no more 
than a commodity, like paint to a painter. Litera- 
ture, whether the material be psychological or 
otherwise, needs taste and tact and humour. It 
needs discrimination, proportion, and _ restraint. 
Above all-humour, without which the vision of life 
is devoid of the component that ensures a sane 
sense of proportion. This is the reason why it is 
pretty useless at this time of day to talk of 
Dostoevski, Mr. Joyce, and the psychological 
novel, while completely ignoring the artistic ad- 
vance in the handling of psychology made by 
Anton Chehov. Chehov does not give us a cross- 
section of a lump of life taken, as it were, at 
random by merely registering the irrelevant per- 
ceptions which make it up. Chehov—because he 
is an artist as well as a psychologist—discriminates 
in his choice of those seeming irrelevancies which 
in literature go to the making of the illusion of 
real life, for he feels that by economising in dull- 
ness he heightens our delight; and he does it all 
by killing as many birds as possible with one 
stone. 

Thus when he introduces an irrelevancy, it is 
always one of those seeming irrelevancies which 
are, in point of actual result, significant rele- 
vancies. For he charges each with several tasks. 
(a) To connote by its apparent irrelevancy the 
illusion of real life: it is so in real life, we think 

[133] 


ANTON CHEHOV 


of one thing and then our thought goes off at a 
tangent. (b) To be in itself amusing, delightful, 
pathetic, tragic, or otherwise beautiful. (c) To 
be always significant, that is, psychologically true, 
throwing additional light on the character as well 
as on his subjective existence. (d) To consoli- 
date the form of the story by bringing in, if 
possible, the same apparent irrelevancy more than 
once—by making it characteristic of a person. 
And, above all (e), by emphasising some irrele- 
vancies at the expense of others to bring the 
reader to a point at which he can _ see 
where these more prominent irrelevancies (al- 
ready transformed by the concerted functions of 
a, b, c, and d into throbbing psychological threads) 
touch upon the fading threads of others in the 
background. Thus psychology is used by him for 
artistic ends. He shapes it into something at 
once beautiful and significant and perturbing, 
and yet true to life, something we call art. Even 
if he is little conscious of the process, and _ his 
final vision coincides with his initial vision, he has 
been seeing art, the possibility of art in human 
psychology, not psychology simple. The differ- 
ence is worth noting. 

But to take a concrete example—from The 
Teacher of Literature. During a dance an el- 
derly “cultured” gentleman comes up to Nikitin, 
the young teacher, and in the course of flatter- 
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ing conversation asks him if he has read Lessing’s 
dramatic criticism. 
“No, I haven’t.” 


Shebaldin was horrified and waved his hands as 
though he had burnt his fingers, and, without ut- 
tering a word, backed away from Nikitin. She- 
baldin’s form, his question and amazement struck 
Nikitin as funny, but he thought nevertheless: 

“It is rather awkward. I, a teacher of litera- 
ture, have not read Lessing. I must read him.” 


That night, on returning to his flat, Nikitin 
lay on the sofa in his study and thought of the 
time when he would be married, and suddenly fell 
asleep. He dreamed, among other things, how he 
walked in the town garden with his future wife. 


Here he saw oak-trees and crows’ nests, which 
looked like caps. One nest swung. Shebaldin 
looked out of it and shouted loudly: “You haven’t 
read Lessing!” 

Nikitin’s whole body started, and he opened 
his eyes. 


After he had proposed marriage to his future 
wife, Nikitin returns home, at the height of happi- 
ness. 


He undressed quickly and quickly got into bed, 
in order to begin as soon as possible to think of 
his happiness, of Manusya, of the future; he 
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smiled and suddenly remembered that he hadn’t 
yet read Lessing. 

“T must read him . . .” he thought. “Though, 
what should I read him for? Be hanged with 
him!” 

And, tired out by his happiness, he went to 
sleep immediately and smiled till morn. 


Towards the end of the story, in a mood of 
profound dissatisfaction with himself, feeling that 
he had become stale and smug in his puny little 
world of personal happiness, he began to long for 
work which would raise his self-respect: 


And in his imagination suddenly, as though 
alive, the clean-shaven Shebaldin grew up and 
spoke in horror: 


“You haven’t read even Lessing! How back- 
ward you are! God, how low you have fallen!” 


This is but an irrelevancy—one out of a multi- 
tude—but how relevant! and not least so because 
its function also is to demonstrate the seemingly 
irrelevant nature of our manner of thinking. 

If literature is to be as large as life, we must 
focus that largeness of it within a small recognisa- 
ble orbit. To have a real idea of the limitless, 
formless sea as it is, we must see it in perspective, 
like the painter who had thus depicted it within 
the four corners of a frame. Whereas the psycho- 
logical procedure of seeing life—in the absence 
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of the guiding instinct for perspective and pro- 
portion: the determining artistic gift, whatever the 
medium—would be to set down the chemical prop- 
erties of a cross-section of the ocean. 

One sometimes reads of a popular novelist who, 
having succumbed to the trend of the age, but 
without knowing much about the matter, tries his 
hand at the “psychological novel.” And then 
one reads, years later, that Mr. X. has returned to 
the simple straightforward task of telling a 
story (with a human interest!), upon which 
course the popular literary paper congratulates 
him. Well, a story has no human interest unless 
it be psychological. But it is probably the best 
thing that he can do if he cannot see that litera- 
ture is a matter of perspective: that, provided you 
do not enumerate your psychological subtleties, 
but conceive them in the perspective of your 
story, a psychological story will be the richest 
and most interesting of all. To dabble loosely 
in psychology and to set it down in a casual and 
disconnected manner is no great matter. Other 
writers than Chehov have done that. But to 
perceive life, with all its subtleties, in a cumu- 
lative unity, where all the diverse-coloured rays 
meet and yet merge imperceptibly at both ends 
into the rest of life, needs a lens like his. 


[137] 


ANTON CHEHOV 


Vv 


Much of the appeal of Chehov, it must be con- 
fessed, is irrevocably lost in translation. Some 
gestures of speech, some poses and idiosyncrasies, 
are so absolutely inseparable from the Russian 
language and custom and atmosphere that you 
cannot .render them in any other tongue. But 
that Chehov’s method need not be confined to his 
country cannot be doubted. Any writer—given 
the requisite talent—could practice it in any coun- 
try, any language, with results that would open 
the reading public’s eyes. But, so far, it seems 
that only Katherine Mansfield was alive to the 
intrinsic value of Chehov’s method. For she 
alone, with a flavour all her own, invites com- 
parison with Chehov’s method of using psychology 
for artistic ends. They have shown us that sub- 
tlety can be expressed easily and directly. They 
have none of James’s strings of definitions, quali- 
fications, amplifications, ramifications, curtail- 
ments, which remind one of a tailor who, fumbling 
with his scissors, first cuts off a slice but not 
enough, then cuts off too much and is obliged to 
add a piece—and yet, perhaps in consideration of 
the pains he takes, is acclaimed a subtle crafts- 
man. It is at the garment we must look. Chehov 
has managed to express subtle things simply. 
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Henry James has succeeded in expressing simple 
things subtly. But it is the broth that matters, 
not the act of stewing it, which with James seems 
to take place in public. In Chehov we see nothing 
of the seething process, which is in the secret fur- 
nace of his sensibility. And, once the broth is 
stewed, he serves it out to us simply and directly. 
“You have so many qualifications,’ he writes to 
Gorki, “that you strain the reader’s attention and 
tire him. It is easy to understand when I write 
“A man sat down on the grass’; easy because it 
is clear and does not keep back one’s attention. 
On the other hand, it is not easy to understand, 
and a bit hard for the brain, if I write: ‘A tall, 
slim, medium-sized man with a ruddy beard sat 
down on the green, already trampled grass, sat 
down noiselessly, staring round him timidly and 
nervously. . . .’ This does not settle down in 
the brain at once, and fiction should settle down 
at once, in a second.” 

In common with Tolstoy, he had that intuitive 
knack of hitting on the apt and usually irrelevant 
and yet peculiarly significant detail by which 
somehow we recognise real life in literature. 
Gogol, for example, had a very different method; 
he indulged freely in detailed description. 'Tol- 
stoy’s and Chehov’s method was that of flinging 
in the apt descriptive detail in a swift and unob- 
trusive manner. Gogol might describe in detail the 
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wallpaper of a room. In Anna Karenina the wall- | 
paper is not mentioned for its own sake. But — 


when Anna is desperately ill she stares at the 
wall-paper and notices its details with a peculiar, 
irrational interest. This is, we somehow feel, true 
to life; it is significant of life. It is an apparent 
triviality such as signifies great literature. And 
it is because Tolstoy’s and Chehov’s works are 
permeated with this kind of thing that we feel 
the pulse of life in them. This quality Chehov 
has in common with Tolstoy, but specialising in 
it more than the older writer, Chehov’s objects 
are even more delicately charged with emotional 
significance. When Gurov, in The Lady with 
the Dog, reached the town in which his lover 
lived, he “‘took the best room at the hotel, in which 
the floor was covered with grey army cloth, and 
on the table was an inkstand, grey with dust and 
adorned with a figure on horseback, with its 
hat in its hand and its head broken off.’ Now 
Gurov was love-sick and anxious, for the cirecum- 
stances of his impending meeting with his lover 
were uncertain and precarious. She was a young 
married woman living with her husband, and she 
did not know of Gurov’s arrival in her town. — 
They had parted over a year ago, and now he had 
arrived in the hope of meeting her again. The 
significance of the apparently irrelevant “ink- 
stand, grey with dust and adorned with a figure 
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on horseback, with its hat in its hand and its 
head broken off” is the same as that of the wall- 
paper in Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina. In moments 
of excitement, when the heart beats faster, we are 

_ prone to notice irrelevant things. In those mo- 
ments it so often happens that the things we come 
across are humorous or grotesque. And as we 
read this detail of the inkstand thrown across the 
love-path, not only do we visualise the scene more 
keenly, but also feel that the disquiet which he 
feels is focused for the moment on this chance but 
very particular inkstand, that it claims attention 
in his animation, goes to the making of the pe- 
culiar atmosphere by which afterwards he will 
recall it (unless the thought of it will reconstruct 
for him the atmosphere), as his heart beats faster 
at the thought of the impending meeting. And, 
deceived by the life-like quality of a piece of 
prose, our hearts too beat faster, as though we 
ourselves were living through it. 


VI 


| “The descriptions of nature are fine,” he writes 

of Turgenev in a letter, “but . . . I feel that 

we have already got out of the way of such 

descriptions and that we need something differ- 

ent.”” Chehov must have been aware that the 

various branches of art, though more or less inter- 
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dependent, are at their best when they encroach | 


least upon one another’s prerogatives. His works 


bear testimony to it. He recognised that it was | 
always a bad practice, for example, to compete ~ 
with painting in a minute description of a land- | 
scape, dress, or room, or face, and so forth. There — 
were few emotions that one art could convey | 
which another could not render, but a radically — 


different method was needed to secure the same 
end.. It is evident that while in a picture you 
get the simultaneous effect of detail, detail in @ 
work of literature would have to be enumerated 


—a painful process—since to describe a landscape — 


by enumerating the shape, colour, and positions of 


the things that go to make it up is ta ape in 


writing the method of painting, to the detriment 
of writing. This would seem obvious enough, 


since to paint in words that which can be painted — 
with advantage by the brush is like using paint — 


that evaporated on the canvas in the doing. Such 


‘word-painting’ makes an altogether unjustifia- | 


ble demand on the memory of the reader, who is 
expected to retain a complete picture of the whole, 


while the objects that are to make up the at- — 
mosphere are given him piecemeal. And yet, — 
even to this day, one reads novels where the — 
author, counting on a prodigious memory in the — 
reader, treats him to a detailed description of a_ 


dining-room, by first enumerating the several 
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objects which comprise it, and then the details 
of each object, at the end of which he tells you 
their exact positions, after the manner of Mr. 
Shaw in his stage-directions. Which is boring. 
But there is no doubt that objects do go towards 
making up an atmosphere, and there is a way— 
a literary way of conveying the effect of painting. 
And, like the effect of painting, it is complete 
and simultaneous. Again and again Chehov 
shows us how it can be done. His works provide 
innumerable examples; and this is what he has to 
say upon the subject in the Sea-Gull, where he 
gets the young writer to decry his own old- 
fashioned method and to praise the (Chehov) 
method of his rival. “This description of a moon- 
light night,” says he, “is long and stilted. Trig- 


orin has worked out a method of his own, and 


descriptions are easy for him. He writes of a 
neck of a broken bottle glittermg on the bank 


and of a shadow growing black under the mill- 
_ wheel—and there you have your moonlight night 
all complete, while I speak of the shimmering 
light, the twinkling stars, the distant sounds of a 
_ piano melting into the still and scented air. . . . 


_ Which is painful.” 


In a letter to another writer Chehov gives 
the same advice: “Cut out all those pages about 
the moonlight, and give us instead what you feel 
about it—the reflection of the moon in a piece of 
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broken bottle. . . .” In a letter to Gorki, on q 
the subject of the latter’s stories, Chehov writes: — 


“Frequent personification (anthropomorphism) — 
when the sea breathes, the sky gazes, the steppe — 


barks, nature whispers, speaks, mourns, and so on. 
Such metaphors make your description some- 


what monotonous sometimes sweetish, sometimes — 


not clear; beauty and expressiveness in nature 
are attained only by simplicity, by such simple 
phrases as ‘The sunset,’ ‘It was dark,’ ‘It began 
to rain,’ and so on.” 

Here is a passage from his story Gusev, which 
illustrates Chehov’s literary method of competing ~ 
with painting in the expression of najure. In 
this instance it is the sea that he write; of; and 
on perusal it will be clear that the whole effect 
conveyed is one which covers everything that 
painting could express, and possibly more: that — 
is to say, in addition to the expression of the — 
significance of the sea we also have a swift, simul- 
taneous vision of it before our eyes; but—and 
that is the difference—he does not, in the inter- 
ests of literature, encroach upon the sister art: 
he does not paint in words. 


The two of them, he and the soldier, threaded 
their way to the head of the ship, then stood at 
the rail and looked up and down. Overhead deep 
sky, bright stars, peace and stillness, exactly as 
at home in the village, below darkness and dis- 
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order. The tall waves were resounding, no one 


could tell why. Whichever wave you looked at, 
each one was trying to rise higher than all the 


- rest, and to chase and crush the next one; after 


it a third as fierce and hideous flew noisily, with 
a glint of light on its white mane. 

The sea has no sense and no pity. If the 
steamer had been smaller and not made of thick 
iron, the waves would have crushed it to pieces 
without the slightest compunction, and would have 
devoured all the people in it with no distinction 
of saints or sinners. The steamer had the same 
cruel and meaningless expression. This monster 
with its huge beak was dashing onward, cutting 
millions of waves in its path; it had no fear of 
the darkness nor the wind, nor of space, nor of 
solitude, caring for nothing, and if the ocean had 
its people this monster would have crushed them, 
too, without distinction of saints or sinners. 


This is how he writes of a train which has just 
that moment left a station in a summer evening: 


The station no longer screened off the sunset, 
the plain lay open before us, but the sun had al- 
ready set and the smoke lay in black clouds over 
the green, velvety young corn. It was melan- 


_ choly in the spring air, and in the darkening sky, 
and in the railway carriage. [The Beauties. | 


Or of a train coming in at midday in the 
summer: 


At last the train came in sight. Coils of per- 
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fectly pink smoke frown the diene Sea i 
the copse, and two windows in the last compart 


— ment flashed so brilliantly in the sun that it 1 

ES their eyes to look at it. [Three Years.] 

vil ) 
= Emotional restraint determines Chehov’s style. 
= “The only defect,” he writes to Gorki about the 


latter's work, “is the lack of restraint, the lack 
of grace. When a man spends the least possible 
number of movements over some definite action, 
that is grace. One is conscious of superfluity m@ 
your expenditure.” Again he writes to Gorki: S| 
“You are like a spectator at the theatre who ex- 
presses his transports with so little restraint that 
he prevents himself and other people from lsten- 
: ing. This lack of restraint is particularly felt mm 
the descriptions of nature with which you inter 
rupt your dialogues; when one reads those deserip- 
tions one wishes they were more compact, shorter, 
put into two or three lines. The frequent mem 
tion of tenderness, whispering, velvetiness, i 
so on, gives those descriptions a rhetorical 
monotonous character—and they make one fe 
cold and almost exhaust one. The lack of restrai 
is felt also in the descriptions of women 
love-scenes. It is not vigour, not breadth of 
touch, but just lack of restraint.” > 
He writes to a woman writer: “Here is my 
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_ advice as a reader: when you depict sad or un- 
_ lucky people, and want to touch the reader’s heart, 


try to be colder—it gives their grief, as it were, a 
background, against which it stands out in greater 
relief. As it is, your heroes weep and you sigh. 
Yes, you must be cold.” 

He repeats in a further letter to the same 
writer: “Yes, I wrote to you once that you must 
be unconcerned when you write pathetic stories. 
And you did not understand me. You may weep 
and moan over your stories, you may suffer to- 
gether with your heroes, but I consider one must 
do this so that the reader does not notice it. The 
more objective, the stronger will be the effect.” 

“You might write a story, “I'he Wounded 
Doe,” he writes to still another writer—also a 
woman—“‘you remember how the huntsmen wound 
a doe; she looks at them with human eyes, and no 


one can bring himself to kill her. It’s not a bad 


subject, but dangerous because it is difficult to 
avoid sentimentality—you must write it like a 
report, without pathetic phrases, and begin like 
this: ‘On such and such a date the huntsmen in 


the Daraganov forest wounded a young doe’ 


. And if you drop a tear you will strip 
the subject of its severity and of everything worth 
attention in it.” 

True to his own advice, this is how Chehov 


treats a death scene in the Grasshopper—(a story 
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about a young wife who, in her anxious concern to 
find new geniuses, betrayed the loyalty of her hus- 
band, only to discover on his death-bed that he, a 
young doctor, was the genuine genius that she had 
overlooked.) — 


Olga Ivanovna remembered her whole life with 


him, from beginning to end, with all its details, 


and suddenly understood that he was in real fact 
a rare and remarkable and, compared with those 
men that she knew, a great man. And remem- 
bering how her late father and his colleagues had 
treated him, she understood that they all had seen 
in him a coming celebrity. The walls, the ceiling, 
the lamp and carpet blinked at her sarcastically, 
as though they wanted to say: “Missed him! 
Missed him!” With a sob she dashed out of the 
bedroom, flew past some unknown man in the 
drawing-room, and ran into her husband’s study. 
He lay motionless on the Turkish divan, covered 
up to the waist with a blanket. His face had 
shrunk dreadfully, was thin, and had a greyish- 
yellow colour, such as is never to be seen in the 
living; and only by his forehead, by his black 
brows, and by the familiar smile, could one recog- 
nise that this was Dimov. Olga Ivanovna quickly 
felt his breast, his forehead and hands. His breast 
was still warm, but his forehead and hands were 
unpleasantly cold. And the half-closed eyes 
looked, not upon Olga Ivanovna, but at the 
blanket. 
“Dimov!” she called loudly. ‘Dimov!’ 
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She wanted to explain to him that that had been 
a mistake, that not all is lost yet, that life may 
be beautiful and happy still, that he is a rare, 
unusual—a great man, and that she will all her 
life cower before him, pray and feel a holy awe. 

“Dimov!” she called him, shaking him by the 
shoulder and unable to believe that he will never 
wake. “Dimov! But Dimov!” 

While in the drawing-room the doctor was say- 
ing to the maid: 

“What’s there to ask about? You just go 
down to the church lodge and ask them where 
the pauper women live. They will wash the 
corpse and lay it out—do all that’s necessary.” 


And this is how he treats the death of a sol- 
dier on a hospital ship in the Indian Ocean— 


(Gusev) : 


It was stifling, one hadn’t strength to breathe, 
one was thirsty, the water was warm, disgusting. 
The ship heaved as much as ever. 

Suddenly something strange happened to one of 
the soldiers playing cards. . .. He called 
hearts diamonds, got muddled in his score, and 
dropped his ecards, then with a frightened, foolish 
smile looked round at all of them. 

“T shan’t be a minute, mates. [ll .. .” he 
said, and lay down on the floor. 

Everybody was amazed. They called to him; 
he did not answer. 

“Stepan, maybe you are feeling bad, eh?” the 
soldier with his arm in a sling asked him. “Per- 
haps we had better bring the priest, eh?” 
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“Have a drink of water, Stepan . ” said 
the sailor. ‘Here, lad, drink.” 

“What are you knocking the jug against his 
teeth for?” said Gusev angrily. “Don’t you see, 
turnip head?’ 

“What?” 

‘What?’ Gusev repeated, mimicking — him. 
“There’s no breath in him, he’s dead! That's 
what! What nonsensical people. ‘Lord, have 
merey onus... !” 


This is how he ends another story, T’yphus, in 
which a brother, on his recovery, learns of the 
death of his sister: 


“Well, aunt,” he said joy fully. “What has 
been the matter?” 

“Spotted typhus.” 

“Really. But now I am well, quite well! 
Where is Katya?” 

“She is not at home. I suppose she has gone 
somewhere after her examination.” 

The old lady said this and looked at her stock- 
ing; her lips began quivering, she turned away, 
and suddenly broke into sobs. Forgetting the 
doctor’s prohibition in her despair, she said: 

“Ah, Katya, Katya! Our angel is gone! Is 

Pp? 
. . She caught typhus from you, and is 
dead. She was buried the day before yesterday.” 

This terrible, unexpected news was fully 
grasped by Klimov’s consciousness: but terrible 
and startling as it was, it could not overcome the 
animal joy that filled the convalescent. He cried 
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and laughed, and soon began scolding because they 
would not let him eat. 

Only a week later, when, leaning on Pavel, he 
went in his dressing-gown to the window, looked 
at the overcast sky, and listened to the unpleasant 
clang of the old iron rails which were being carted 
by, his heart ached, he burst into tears, and leaned 
his forehead against the window-frame. 

“How miserable I am!’ he muttered. “My 
God, how miserable!’ 

And joy gave way to the boredom of every-day 
life and the feeling of his irrevocable loss. 


Suicide is well handled in Volodya: 


The satchel and the books lying about in the 
corners reminded him of the examination he had 
missed. . . . For some reason there came into 
his mind, quite inappropriately, Mentone, where 
he had lived with his father when he was seven 
years old; he thought of Biarritz and two little 
English girls with whom he ran about on the 
sand . . . . He tried to recall to his memory 
the colour of the sky, the sea, the height of the 
waves, and his mood at the time, but he could not 
succeed. The English girls flitted before his 
imagination as though they were living; all the 
rest was a medley of images that floated away in 
confusion. .. . 

. . . Volodya put the muzzle of the revolver 
to his mouth, felt something like a trigger or 
spring, and pressed it with his finger. 

Then felt something else projecting, and once 


- more pressed it. Taking the muzzle out of his 
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mouth, he wiped it with the lapel of his coat, 
looked at the lock. He had never in his life 
taken a weapon in his hand before. : 

“TI believe one ought to raise this. . . .” he 
reflected. ‘Yes, it seems so.” 

Avgustin Mihailich went into the “general 
room,” and with a laugh began telling them about 
something. Volodya put the muzzle in his mouth 
again, pressed it with his teeth, and pressed some- 
thing with his fingers. There was a sound of a 
shot. . . . Something hit Volodya in the back 
of his head with terrible violence, and he fell on 
the table with his face downward among the 
bottles and glasses. Then he saw his father, as 
in Mentone, in a tall-hat with a wide black band 
on it, wearing mourning for some lady, suddenly 
seize him by both hands, and they fell headlong 
into a very deep, dark pit. 

Then everything was blurred and vanished. 


And here is a marvellous passage from Gusev, 
describing the death of a consumptive Russian 
soldier on a hospital ship homeward bound, and 
his burial at sea: 


Gusev went back to the ward and got into his 
hammock. . . . He dozed, and murmured in 
his sleep, and, worn out with nightmares, his 
cough, and the stifling heat, towards morning he 
fell into a sound sleep. He dreamed that they 
were just taking the bread out of the oven in 
the barracks and he climbed into the stove and 
had a steam-bath in it lashing himself with a 
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bunch of birch twigs. He slept for two days, and 
at midday on the third two sailors came down and 
carried him out. 

He was sewn up in sailcloth, and, to make him 
heavier, they put with him two iron weights. 
Sewn up in the sailcloth he looked like a carrot 
or a radish: broad at the head and narrow at 
the feet .,. : 

Before sunset they brought him up to the deck 
and put him on a plank; one end of the plank lay 
on the side of the ship, the other on a box, placed 
on a stool. Round him stood the soldiers and the 
officers with their caps off. 


There follows the description of the simple 
service; then: 


The man on watch duty tilted up the end of the 
plank, Gusev slid off and flew head foremost, 
turned a someérsault in the air and splashed into 
the sea. He was covered with foam and for a 
moment looked as though he were wrapped in 
lace, but the minute passed and he disappeared 
in the waves. 

He went rapidly towards the bottom. Would 
he reach it? It was said to be three miles to 
the bottom. After sinking sixty or seventy feet, 
he began moving more and more slowly, swaying 
rhythmically, as though he were hesitating, and, 
carried along by the current, moved more rapidly 
sideways than downwards. 

Then he was met by a shoal of the fish called 
harbour pilots. Seeing the dark body, the fish 
stopped as though se and suddenly turned 
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round and disappeared. In less than a minute 
they flew back swift as an arrow to Gusev, and 
began zigzagging round him in the water. 


Another writer, seeing that he is about to intro- 
duce a scene of horror, would be choosing superla- 
tive adjectives adequate to the degree of ter- 
ror that he is striving to express, while Chehov’s 
artistic instinct of restraint does not desert him. 


After that another dark body appeared. It 
was a shark. It swam under Gusev with dignity 
and no show of interest, as though it did not 
notice him, and sank down upon its back, then 
it turned belly upward, basking in the warm, 
transparent water, and languidly opened its jaws 
with two rows of teeth. The harbour pilots are 
delighted, they stop to see what will come next. 
After playing a little with the body, the shark 
nonchalantly puts its jaws under it, cautiously 
touches it with its teeth, and the sailcloth is rent 
its full length from head to foot; one of the 
weights falls out and frightens the harbour pilots, 
and, striking the shark on the ribs, goes rapidly 
to the bottom. 


And the story concludes: 


Overhead at this time the clouds are massed 
together on the side where the sun is setting; one 
cloud like a triumphal arch, another like a lion, 
a third like a pair of scissors. . . . From be- 
hind the clouds a broad, green shaft of light 
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pierces through and stretches to the middle of the 
sky; a little later another, violet-coloured, lies 
beside it; next that, one of gold, then one rose- 
coloured. . . . The sky turns a soft lilac. Look- 
ing at this gorgeous, enchanted sky, at first the 
ocean scowls, but soon it, too, takes tender, joyous 
passionate colours for which it is hard to find a 
name in human speech. 


The style here is so completely fitted to com- 
municate to us the maximum impression that 
Chehov himself, we feel, could not have been more 
acutely stirred when he conceived the subject. If 
(as we are made to feel) on his subsequent pe- 
rusals of this tale he recaptured the self-same 
feeling which had urged him to the story, we may 
say that in this story his sensibility has communi- 
cated itself to us in perfect style. 


VIII 


“Why don’t I know foreign languages?’ he 
once wrote in a letter. (He knew French and 
German, but not thoroughly.) “It seems to me 
I could translate magnificently. When I read 
anyone else’s translation, I keep altering and trans- 
posing the words in my brain, and the result is 
something light, ethereal, like lace-work.” There 
is a certain distinguishable melodic strain that 
runs through Chehov’s prose. It breaks out at 
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intervals, but his restraint puts the brake on it 
each time and guides it into effective channels, 
and, in fact, enhances the effect of music by our 
sense of the restraint imposed: we are more moved 
because we feel the fountain of emotion behind 
these modest sprays. This passage from The 
Kiss is illustrative of the melody of a not infre- 
quent emotion that, we suspect, comes to him in 
gushes, soaking, as it were, the story through, 
indeed inspiring its conception. Chehov’s ideas 
are determined by emotion: they are emotional 
ideas, conveying a particular atmosphere. (This 
is, however, another point where much allowance 
should be made for the inevitable inadequacy of 
the translation of passages beautiful in the origi- 
nal.) The officer Ryabovich, in a melancholy 
mood, watches the river on his return to a place 
of romantic memory: 


The water was running, he knew not where or 
why, just as it did in May. In May it had flowed 
into the great river, from the great river into 
the sea; then it had risen in vapour, turned into 
rain, and perhaps the very same water was run- 
ning now before Ryabovich’s eyes again. 

What for? Why? 

And the whole world, the whole of life, seemed 
to Ryabovich an unintelligible, aimless jest. . . . 
And turning his eyes from the water and looking 
at the sky, he remembered again how fate in the 
image of an unknown woman had by chance ca- 
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ressed him, he remembered his summer dreams 
and fancies, and his life struck him as extraordi- 
narily meagre poverty-stricken, and colourless. 


And this passage, from the Beauties, has almost 
the same melodic strain: 


And the oftener she fluttered by me with her 
beauty, the more acute became my sadness. I felt 
sorry both for her and for myself and for the 
Little Russian,-who mournfully watched her every 
time she ran through the cloud of chaff to the 
carts. Whether it was envy of her beauty, or that 
I was regretting that the girl was not mine, and 
never would be, or that I was a stranger to her; 
or whether I vaguely felt that her rare beauty 
was accidental, unnecessary, and, like everything 
on earth, of short duration; or whether, perhaps, 
my sadness was that peculiar feeling which is ex- 
cited in man by the contemplation of real beauty, 
God only knows. 

The three hours of waiting passed unnoticed. 
It seemed to me that I had not had time to look 
properly at Masha when Karpo drove up to the 
river, bathed the horse, and began to put it in 
the shafts. The wet horse snorted with pleasure 
and kicked its hoofs against the shafts. Karpo 
shouted to it: ‘“Ba-ack!’ My grandfather woke 
up. Masha opened the creaking gates for us, we 
got into the chaise and drove out of the yard. We 
drove in silence as though we were angry with 
one another. 
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When, two or three hours later, Rostov and 
Nahichevan appeared in the distance, Karpo, who 
had been silent the whole time, looked round 
quickly, and said: 

“A fine wench, that at the Armenian’s.” And 
lashed his horses. 


Or this beautiful ending of The Lady with the 
Dog: 


Then they spent a long while taking counsel 
together, talked of how to avoid the necessity for 
secrecy, for deception, for living in different towns 
and not seeing each other for long at a time. 
How could they be free from this intolerable 
bondage? 

“How? How?’ he asked, clutching his head, 
“How?” 

And it seemed as though in a little while the 
solution would be found, and then a new and 
splendid life would begin; and it was clear to both 
of them that they had still a long, long way to go, 
and that the most complicated and difficult part 
of it was only just beginning. 


IX 


But where Chehov excels himself is in the 
theme of farewells. He proves it in the parting 
scene in the third act of the Sea-Gull, in the last 
act of Uncle Vanya, again in the last act of the 
Three Sisters, and lastly in the final act of the 
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Cherry Orchard, which is a crowning example of 
his delicate art of emotional orchestration. The 
devices to enhance the poignancy of the last 
scene, when brother and sister, the proprietors of 
the lost Cherry Orchard, fall into each other’s 
arms and sob quietly, stealthily, afraid to be over- 
heard, are more than ingenious, since they are also 
calculated to make the scene so absolutely natural 
that one is not aware of the psychological in- 
genuity behind it all till one reads the act again. 
And then, how one enjoys even the sheer ingenu- 
ity of this delicate emotional ensemble! It is 
difficult to resist quoting the entire act. But, to 


_ take only one thread out of a score, this is how 


he leads up to the final outburst of long-repressed 
emotion. The old Gaev thus consoles himself and 
the others (we feel, somewhat insincerely) for 
the loss of their beautiful estate, which they are 
now to leave within a few moments: “Really, 
now everything is all right. ‘Till the sale of the 
Cherry Orchard we were all of us perturbed, 
pained, but afterwards, when the question had 
been irrevocably settled, we all calmed down, 
felt cheerful even. . . . I’m a bank clerk, I’m 
a financier now . . . and you Liuba [his sister], 
for whatever reason, look better, there’s no doubt 
about it.” She says: “Yes. My nerves are bet- 
ter, that’s true.” She is helped on with her hat 
and coat. “I sleep well. Take my things out, 
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Yasha (to the valet). It’s time.” But the cold 
indifference of these remarks serves as a relief 
against what is coming. As the time approaches 
for them to leave their home, Gaev for a moment 
gives vent to his sentimental nature: “My friends, 
my kind, dear friends! In leaving this house for 
ever, can I keep silent, can I resist the desire to 
speak in farewell of the feelings that now engulf 
my whole being.” But he is cut short by the 
entreaties of the others to contain himself. In 
the meanwhile, emotion is constantly interrupted, 
as in real life, by preoccupations not to miss the 
train, not to leave something behind, and the stu- 
dent Trofimov cannot find his old goloshes till the 
very last, when they are accidentally discovered 
beside a trunk. 


Trorimoy. Come along, all of you, it’s time 
we drove off! 

Lopauin. Epihodov, my coat! 

Liuspov ANDREIEVNA. I will sit here just a 
moment longer. It’s as though I had never seen 
what walls, what ceilings there are in this house, 
and now I look at them so greedily, with such 
tender love. . 

Garv. I remember, when I was six years old, 
on Whitsunday I sat on this window-sill and 
watched my father go to church... . 

Liusov ANDREIEVNA. Have they got all the 
things? 


[160] 


— 


: 
: 
b 


hy eal ye 


ai ene, 


ANTON CHEHOV 


Side doors are being locked. Singly, and in 
_ pairs, they file out of the old house. Liubov An- 
dreievna and Gaey, the last to go, linger for a 
moment. “It is as though they had waited for 
this, they fall on to each other’s neck and weep 
restrainedly, quietly, afraid lest they be heard.” 


Garv (in despair). Sister mine, sister 
eS Ws 

Liuspoy ANDREIEVNA. O, my gentle, my ten- 
der, beautiful orchard! . . . My life, my youth, 
my happiness, good-bye! . . . Good-bye! .. . 


They are being called from outside by the 
others. But she cannot tear herself away: “To 
look a last time at these walls, these windows 

Our dead mother liked to walk in this 
room . i 


GaeEy. Sister mine, sister mine! . 


They are being called again. She calls back, 
“We're coming! . . .” and they, too, go out. 
And some little time after the sounds of the de- 
parting carriages have died away, one hears how, 
far away in the garden, the trees are being felled 
—by order of the new proprietor. 

It is difficult to choose between the last two 
plays of Chehov. The Cherry Orchard, the last 
he wrote, and generally accepted as his master- 
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piece, is, as Mr. Middleton Murry aptly said, “a — 
shower of laughing tears,’ but its plot is simple — 
if compared to that of the Three Sisters, through 
which there runs an undercurrent of a stillness 
which is the very water of existence (it is not 
peculiar to Russia or provincial life, but may be 
come across in the busiest of centres, in the jol- 
liest of lives), so that one wonders if, after all, the 
Three Sisters is not Chehov’s greatest work. It 
is more withering, more poignantly dramatic 
than the Cherry Orchard, whose only blemish, by 
the way, is perhaps the introduction of the old 
servant at the end, whose final mutterings one 
would wish had been left out: there is just a 
touch of stage-effect in his having been locked up, 
by an oversight. 

“QO, if there were a life in which every one grew 
younger and more beautiful,” is a wish set down 
in his note-book. But that the reverse is true is 
at the back of all his dramas. All the time he 
works on real life. But in his hands it becomes 
more than real life; and, after Chehov has done 
with it, it is still real life. What he has done to 
it we do not know: but it has become beautifully, 
strangely perturbing. There is behind it all a 
quite exceptional gift of love and sympathy, a 
gift without which, one feels, the broth that is so 
essentially his even before he serves it out to us, 
would not blend or hold together. And there is 
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that sense of the temporary nature of our exis- 
tence on this earth at all events, that he seems 
never able to forget, through which human beings, 


_ scenery, and even the very shallowness of things, 


are transfigured with a sense of disquieting im- 
portance. It is a sense of temporary pos- 
session in a temporary existence that, in the face 
of the unknown, we dare not undervalue. It is as 
if his people hastened to express their worthless 
individualities, since that is all they have, and were 
aghast that they should have so little in them to 
express: since the expression of it is all there is. 
And life is at once too long and too short to be 
endured. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


A CLOSER EXAMINATION OF PERFECTLY CHARACTER- 
ISTIC PASSAGES IN WHICH HIS SENSIBILITY IS 
COMPLETELY EXPRESSED 


I 


Critics on the look out for rough-and-ready 
definitions have been wont to say that Chehov was 
a writer who specialised in heroes of a hopeless, 
gloomy, and futile variety, presumably to the ex- 
clusion of such as would be deemed successes by 
their ability to “get things done.” Life would be 
a simple matter if this indeed were the dividing- 
line between two camps of humanity: the success- 
ful, “forward,” “up-and-doing” type, and the 
inert, day-dreaming, and futile. Here is an ex- 
tract from Chehov’s note-book—a thought that 
throws some light upon his attitude towards the 
people he depicts: 


‘Why do people describe only the weak, surly, 
and frail as sinners? And every one when he ad- 
vises others to describe only the strong, healthy, 
and interesting means himself. 


The so-called ‘failures’ he presents to us are 
[164] 


ANTON CHEHOV 


not altogether failures: they are half-successes. 
They are, in fact, the self-same people who in 
private deem themselves successes and who do 
not recognise themselves because they are depicted 
as they seem to others, not as they see themselves. 
Chehov, the most balanced of modern writers, is 


in his attitude to the people he depicts both ob- 


__Jjective and subjective; and that for two reasons. 
Vitis the objective way of looking at a character 
_ that really makes him live; and it is the subjective 
attitude which is the fair one. Fifty per cent of 
objectivity applied to the average mortal—and 
behold, the acknowledged success is fifty per cent 
a failure! But Chehov will grant him his due 
share of subjectivity to show us that, like the rest 
of us, he is a suffering unit. 

In a letter to Suvorin he comments on an ar- 
ticle by Merezhkovski: 


He calls me a poet, he styles my stories “nov- 
elli’” and my heroes “failures’”—that is, he follows 
the beaten track. It is time to give up these 
“failures,” superfluous people, ete., and to think 
of something original. Merezhkovski calls my 
monk (Easter Eve) who composes the songs of 
praise a failure. But how is he a failure? God 
grant us all a life like his: he believed in God, 
and he had enough to eat and he had the gift of 
composing poetry. . . . To divide men into the 
successful and the unsuccessful is to look at human 
nature from a narrow, preconceived point of view. 
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Are you a success or not? Am I? Is Napoleon? 
Is your servant Vasili? What is the criterion? 
One must be a god to be able to tell successes 
from failures without making a mistake. 


It is, no doubt, convenient to hang upon a 
writer of whom one knows little some such label 
as, for example, that Dostoevski is the exponent 
of the philosophy of suffering, Tolstoy of that of 


non-resistance to evil, and Chehov of futility.2 


These remarks are trite, and they have just a grain 
of truth in them; but if they are concise, they are 
also negligible. The choice of really ineffectual 
people is in fact rare in Chehoy, and, when it 
happens, is occasioned by the comic possibilities 
inherent in them. The old doctor in the Three 
Sisters who had forgotten the little he ever knew 


of medicine, or the helpless Gaev in the Cherry q 


Orchard, are exceptions, and as such can be found 
in the literature and community of any country. 
Perhaps, on the whole, Westerners are not in- 
clined to let themselves go quite so easily as some 
Russians are. Their inhibitions are quite properly 
allied with their sense of self-preservation. And 
there is still a fairly prevalent Russian type ex- 
ponential of its ‘broad Russian nature’ to which 
inhibition means nothing more than cowardice. 
But this gives no ground for generalisation. One 
need only read Mr. George Moore’s In Single 
Strictness to realize that the so-called ‘Chehovian’ 
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type is not confined to Russia. The only pity is 
_ that Mr. Moore has not the gift of humour to 
portray the subject as it really ought to be por- 
trayed—by blending pathos with humour. All we 
are given is pathos; and we are left with an un- 
pleasant taste in our mouth, as if we had tasted of 
an over-seasoned dish, because a necessary ingre- 
dient has been omitted. Indubitably the fault of 
the cook! 

Chehov’s mind is a search-light cast, not upon 
the weaklings of society, but upon the average 
citizen of town and country who, if he saw him- 
self in this clear light, would be astonished and 
amused at the comi-tragedy of his self-sufficiency. 
But people rarely see themselves in this strong 
light, because their individual visions of themselves 
are distorted by the perspective of looking to the 
future with expectancy and hope. They know lit- 
tle of how they look against the background of 
' surrounding life. That withering touch which is 
- so sensible through Chehov’s pages comes from 
seeing life that is at the moment being lived, from 
the other end as if it had been lived already: for 
all along we had been made to guess how inevit- 
_ ably it will be lived; and in this cold transparent 
- light we see the living hopes as cherished foibles, 
and the hopes that are to those who hope them suf- 
ficient and sustaining blight us by the knowledge 
of their impending bankruptcy. We are aghast 
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by the spectacle of thwarted life trudging blindly 
to its near-by grave, terrified by the wonted in- 
sufficiency of other people’s self-sufficiency. It is 
the terror of smugness brought to bear on incom- 
prehensible life. 

In Three Years a very ordinary woman, dying 
after a life of very ordinary happenings, says to 
her more than ordinary brother: “What a good 
man you are! What a clever man!’ This ex- 
pression of affection hangs in mid-air, as some- 
thing almost trite let loose into a universe mys- 
terious with the awe and wonder that surrounds 
those human envelopes who utter what they feel 
about the life that bore them and in which—to 
what purpose?—they are again dissolved like 
empty sounds. Contrariwise, there runs the al- 
ternative suspicion that if this love be all in a uni- 
verse of void, then it is “the one gleam of spirit in 
all the windy vastness of a dead and empty uni- 
verse.” A sense of possible alternative is just 
what lends his work a balance of quiet optimism 
which, reconciles him, smilingly, with the inevit- 
able. \It then means that the Darling, however 
poor in mind, is rich in kindliness and love, and 
that if this love be the beginning of a cultural — 
tradition that, centuries ahead, is to develop in — 
mankind the spirit we call God, as yet only anti- 
cipated, then the Darling and her kind are the 
peaks of life. 
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This ‘double’ atmosphere we find in Ariadna, 
the Black Monk, The Wife, Ward No. 6, A 
Dreary Story, and many others, but  no- 
where more perhaps, than in Three Years. It 
is obtained, as I have shown, through an objective 
treatment of subjectivity—to borrow the language 
of critics! We are made to feel that, while each 
individual lives an imagined and therefore, to 
him, a more laudable life because he builds upon 
the future and the past while perennially inclined 
to overlook ugly, trifling, irritating incongruities 
of the present as temporary and irrelevant things, 
his fellow-creatures’ vision of him is the reverse 
side of the coin: the irrelevancies of every-day life 
stand out while his dream is smiled at. It comes 
to this: life cannot be experienced to the brim 
other than by way of self-sufficiency; but once the 
vessel is full, the lid must come off to let in fresh 
air, or we suffocate. Mystery is the fresh air; 
discontent, the safety-valve. The hero of Three . 
Years found that marriage to a beautiful wife who 
did not love him was not unmitigated bliss as he 
had imagined when he had first proposed to her. 
Afterwards he came to the conclusion that the 
peak of happiness for him was really when as a 
young man he had found that she had left her 
parasol in his sister’s house and he had sat up all 
night with it, because he was in iove. Three years 
after they had been married she began to love 
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him, but now it did not move him as he had 
thought it would. 


She stood up and passed her hand over his hair, 
and scanned his face, his shoulders, his hat, with 
interest. 

“You know I love you,” she said, and flushed 
crimson. ‘You are precious to me. Here you've 
come. I see you, and I’m so happy I can’t tell 
you. Well, let us talk. Tell me something.” 

She had told him she loved him, and he could 
only feel as though he had been married to her 
for ten years, and that he was hungry for his 
lunch. 


And when he met the children—his nieces—he 
thought: “How they have grown! What changes 
in the last three years. . . . But one might have, 
perhaps, to live another thirteen, thirty years. . 
What awaits us still in the future! Live—and 
see.” He embraced his nieces and said to them: 
“Grandpapa sends his love. . . . Uncle Fyodor 
is dying. Uncle Kostia has sent a letter from 
America and sends you his love in it. He’s bored 
at the exhibition and will soon be back. And 
Uncle Alyosha [%.e. himself] is hungry.” The 
story ends on a note cumulative of the tone that 
was designed to lead up to it: 


And when they lunched on the terrace, Yartsev 
[a friend] smiled somehow gladly and bashfully 
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and all the time looked at Julia, at her beautiful 
neck. Laptev [the husband] watched him in- 
voluntarily, and thought that perhaps one might 
have to live another thirteen, thirty years. . . . 
And what would one have to go through in that 
time? What awaits us in the future? 

And thought: 

“Live—and see.” 


We cannot fail to notice the emotional sig- 
nificance of Chehov’s deliberate enumeration of 
such seemingly casual trivialities as that, while 
one man is dying and another sends his love and 
is bored at an exhibition, a third is hungry for his 
lunch; that while a friend is gazing rapturously 
at the lovely woman for whom her husband three 
years ago had felt an unrequited love, and whom 
she has just begun to love, the husband now can 
only feel as if he had been married to her for ten 
years, and that it might be necessary, perhaps, 
to live another thirteen, thirty years—which he 
neither looks forward to, nor yet particularly ob- 
jects to. He has exhausted his self-sufficiency; 
and now the lid is off, but he has not yet begun to 
inhale new mysteries. We catch him at the end in 
an uninspired mood when, stripped of ecstacy, the 
trivial things for him are yet slightly tinged with 
awe because there seem to be no others, and life, 
in all its ordinariness, seems unique. 
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II 


Chehov’s ironic touch is tinged with melancholy, 
and the blend is irresistible. It is like the eve- 
ning sun shining through wet foliage—beautifully, 
peculiarly disquieting. Anna on the Neck is full 
of it. The farewell at the station; her emotions in 
the train as she started on the honeymoon with her 
old, ungainly husband whom she feared; and the 
contrast at the end when she had learnt to get the 
better of him and marshalled him at her will. If 
ever the word ‘delightful’ was applicable, it is 
so to Anna on the Neck. This is how the elderly 
civil servant spoke to his young wife (whose name 
was Anna) as the train steamed out of the station 
on the day of their honeymoon: 


“TI cannot help remembering now one ecircum- 
stance,” he said, smiling. ‘When, five years ago, 
Kosorotov received the order of St. Anna of the 
second grade, and went to thank His Excellency, 
His Excellency expressed himself as follows: ‘So 
now you have three Annas: one in your button- 
hole and two on your neck.’ And it must be ex- 
plained that at that time Kosorotov’s wife, a 
quarrelsome and frivolous person, had just re- 
turned to him, and that her name was Anna. I 
trust that when I receive the Anna of the second 
grade His Excellency will not have oceasion to 
say the same thing to me.” 
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We pity the young wife, who is so completely 
dominated by her old husband. But time goes 
on, there is a big dance, and through her emotions 
we perceive her real nature, the development of 
which she is capable, how she asserts herself but 
yet remains the trivial thing that she essentially 
is. At the ball: 


A huge officer in epaulettes—she had been in- 
troduced to him in Staro-Kievski Street when she 
was a school-girl, but now she could not remember 
his name—seemed to spring from out of the 
ground, begging her for a waltz, and she flew 
away from her husband, feeling as though she 
were floating away in a sailing-boat in a violent 
storm, while her husband was left far away on 
the shore. 


(Notice, by the way, Chehov’s uncanny way of 
securing the illusion of reality by such intimate 
retrospective details thrown in here and there, as 
that she had been introduced to him in a particular 
street, but could not remember his name.) It was 
her personal success at the ball that induced her 
revolt. 


She danced the mazurka with the same huge 
officer; he moved gravely, as heavily as a dead 
carcase in a uniform, twitched his shoulders and 
his chest, stamped his feet very languidly—he 
felt fearfully disinclined to dance. She fluttered 
round him, provoking him by her beauty, her bare 
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neck; her eyes glowed defiantly, her movements 
were passionate, while he became more and more 
indifferent, and held out his hands to her as gra- 
ciously as a king. 

“Bravo, bravo!” said people watching them. 

But little by little the huge officer, too, broke 
out; he grew lively, excited, and, overcome by her 
fascination, was carried away and danced lightly, 
youthfully, while she merely moved her shoulders 
and looked slyly at him as though she were now 
the queen and he were her slave; and at that mo- 
ment it seemed to her that the whole room was 
looking at them. The huge officer had hardly had 
time to thank her for the dance when the crowd 
suddenly parted and the men drew themselves up 
in a strange way, with their hands at their sides. 
His Excellency, with two stars on his dress-coat, 
was walking up to her. Yes, His Excellency 
was walking straight towards her, for he was star- 
ing directly at her with a sugary smile, while he 
licked his lips as he always did when he saw a 
pretty woman. 


Her success was complete. Her Excellency, 
too, had noticed her, and had asked her to take 
part in the charity bazaar. From that evening 
Anna was transformed. And when her old hus- 
band, whom she had feared, and who had treated 
her so meanly, came to her that evening, she 
feared him no longer, and said to him deliberately: 
“Be off, you blockhead!” From that time it was 
she who bullied. 
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She returned home every day after midnight, 
and went to bed on the floor in the drawing-room, 
and afterwards used to tell every one, touchingly, 
how she slept under flowers. She needed a very 
great deal of money, but she was no longer afraid 
of Modest Alexeich [her husband], and spent his 
money as though it were her own; and she did not 
ask, did not demand it, simply sent him in the 
bills. “Give bearer two hundred roubles,” or “pay 
one hundred roubles at once.” 


But this domestic revolution was not without 
its compensations for the old time-server. 


At Easter, Modest Alexeich received the Anna 
of the second grade. When he went to offer his 
thanks, His Excellency put aside the paper he 
was reading and settled himself more comfortably 
in his chair. 

“So now you have three Annas,” he said, scru- 
tinising his white hands and pink nails—“‘one in 
your buttonhole and two on your neck.” 


Modest Alexeich on this point was about to 
make a clever joke—a play on words—and to ask 
His Excellency to be the sponsor for the coming 
Viadimir. But His Excellency merely nodded 
and resumed his paper. 

When Nikitin (The Teacher of Literature) 
hurries home after his engagement to announce 
the glad news to his old colleague, who always 
said the obvious, his friend was sitting on the edge 
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of the bed taking off his trousers. Nikitin stopped 
him, and the old man quickly pulled on his trou- 
sers and asked what was the matter, whereupon 
Nikitin sat down beside him on the bed and an- 
nounced the news of his engagement. But all 
that the colleague said to it was that the girl in 
question had been his pupil at the high school, 
that she hadn’t done badly in geography, but was 
weak in history, and, moreover, had not been at- 
tentive in the class-room. 

In the story At the Manor there is a delightful 
bit of irony, when the father of two marriageable 
daughters, a “feeling, tearful man,” but with a 
mania for malicious argument, inflicts his shock- 
ingly unwelcome views upon the desirable young 
man who visits them, and having done the mis- 
chief and deprived his daughters of a possible 
husband, sits down and writes a letter to them. 


He wrote that he was already old, that no one 
wanted him and no one loved him, and asked his 
daughters to forget him and, when he dies, to bury 
him in a plain wooden coffin, without ceremony, or 
else to send his body to the hospital at Harkov 
for dissection. He felt that every line he wrote 
breathed hatred and theatricality, but could stop 
himself no longer, and wrote on, wrote on, wrote 
Or ans 0s 


In the Grasshopper, the tragedy of which de- 
pends on the woman only realising that her hus- 
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4 band was a man of genius when it was too late, 
_ there is a poignant passage of irony, when he 
_ comes to her to tell her, while she is dressing for 
the theatre, that he has grounds for thinking that 
the readership in general pathology is likely to 
be offered him: 


It could be seen by his blissful, shining face 
that if Olga Ivanovna had shared his joy and 
_ triumph with him, he would have forgiven her 
all, the present and the future, and would have 
forgotten all, but she did not understand what 
was meant by a readership and by general path- 
ology; moreover, was afraid of being late for the 
theatre, and said nothing. 

He sat on two minutes, smiled guiltily, and 
went out. 


In Three Years the old father is described in 
these terms: 


The old man’s voice boomed unceasingly. Hav- 
ing nothing to do, he was laying down the law to 
a customer, telling him how he should order his 
life and his business, always holding himself up 
as an example. . . . The old man adored him- 
self; from what he said it always appeared that 
he had made his wife and all her relatives happy, 
that he had been munificent to his clerks and em- 
_ ployees, and that every one in the street and all 
_ his acquaintances should be remembering him in 
their prayers. Whatever he did was always right, 
and if things went wrong A i people it was be- 
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cause they did not consult him; without his 
vice nothing could succeed. In chureh he 
stood in front of everybody and even ada 
marks to the priests, if in his opinion they were 
not conducting the service properly, and believed 
that this was pleasing to God because God re ad 
him. 


As an illustration of Chehov’s rapid way of get- | 
ting hold of the essentials of a character, one may a | 
turn to this extract from his note-book: . 


X. arrived to take up duty at N., he shows him- 
self a despot: he is annoyed when some one else” 
is a success; he becomes quite different in the 
presence of a third person; when a woman is ~ 
present, his tone changes; when he pours out 
wine, he first puts a little in his own glass and 
then helps the company; when he walks with a 
lady, he takes her arm; in general, he tries t 
show refinement. He does not laugh at other p 
ple’s jokes: “You repeat yourself,” “there is. 
nothing new in that.” Every one is sick of hint 
he sermonises. The old women nickname him 
“the top.” : 


Or this of a wearisome woman: 


“T have not read Herbert Spencer. Tell me his 
subjects. What does he write about?” “I want 
to paint a panel for the exhibition. Suggest 
subject.” 
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IIL 


F It is as though Chehov were reluctant to probe 
_ too deeply in one place, for the reason that he 
~ thought that he would be wider from the mark 
if he did. To him truth is more as though it were 
a shallow thing but vast in area: hence his impar- 
tiality. But such impartiality very soon resolves 
_ itself into a curious, paradoxical stability resting, 
as it were, on perpetual instability, on many 
points. He will neither assume responsibility him- 
self nor yet fix it upon any of his people, but 
_ builds his calm upon this restless undercurrent of 
" multitudinous people, none of whom are wholly 
i right or wholly wrong. Sitting on this multitude 
of diverse folk turning round each other in their 
thoughts and converse, Chehov does indeed enjoy 
a smooth run, as he might travel on ball-bearings. 
For there is not a person in any of his works who 
could claim any sort of moral or intellectual 
authority for two minutes running. From the 
scraps of their talk that we occasionally overhear 
we know that they are human: that is all. It is 
' Chehov’s instinct for the truth which prompts him 
‘to make of Trofimov, the “eternal student,” 
despite his initial ludicrousness, the apostle of that 
culture which is to culminate in the true knowl- 
edge of God. It is a characteristic touch of 
“Chehov's that while what Trofimov says (it is in 
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the nature of a Wells anticipation) is easily the 
best there is in the play in point of philosophic 
thought, we cannot but feel amused with Chehov 
that it is the slovenly “stick-in-the-mud” 'Trofimov 
who of all men should be the one to anticipate 
the future happiness of man—a piece of humour 
of which Trofimov is, of course, unconscious. It 
is the man who is unable to graduate at his uni- 
versity who shouts with rapture, “Forward!” Nor 
is the humour of it wanton. It is as likely as not 
that it is just the Trofimov type of man who 
would be best equipped to seek the truth, and the 
chances are that in Russia he might be a hanger- 
on. And, again (as though in dread of generali- 
sation), Chehov sees to it that Trofimov is not 
represented as a common hanger-on; he lives for 
months on end on an estate where formerly he 
had been engaged as tutor: but he refuses money 
when it is offered him by a friendly merchant. 
And further still, the fact that, intellectually, he 
has no rivals in the Cherry Orchard, does not pre- 
clude Madame Ranevskaya (a reckless woman 
with a hazy mind) from making hay of him when 
in answer to his prayer to face the truth she says 
to him: “What truth? You see where truth is, 
and where untruth is, but I seem to have lost my 
sight and see nothing. You boldly settle all im- 
portant questions, but tell me, dear, isn’t that be- 
cause you're young, because you haven’t had the 
[180] 


Sa ee ee ee 


ANTON CHEHOV 


time to suffer through a single of your questions?” 
Nor is this really final, for we hear Trofimov con- 
fess to Anya: “Believe me, Anya, believe me! 
I’m not yet thirty, ’m young, I'm still a student, 
but Ive already suffered such a lot.” And there 
is unconscious humour in his reference to his age, 
for, a moment before, this dialogue took place be- 
tween him and the rich merchant Lopahin: 


Lopauin. Our eternal student is always with 
the ladies. 

Trormoy. None of your business. 

Lopauin. He'll soon be fifty, and he’s still a 
student. 

Trorimoyv. Leave off your silly jokes! 

LopauHIn. Getting angry, eh, silly? 

Trormoy. Shut up, can’t you? 


Chehov makes the old professor who is the nar- 
rator in A Dreary Story complain in a convinc- 
ing manner of the selfishness of youth, because he 
has to support his officer son out of his meagre 
income, whereas he would rather the position were 
reversed. “Apropos of that,” he writes, “I re- 
member also my son, the Warsaw officer. He is 
a clever, honest, and sober man. But this is not 
enough for me. I think that if I had an old 
father, and if I knew that he had moments when 
he was ashamed of his poverty, I would give up 
my commission and would try to get a job 
as a plain workman.” And thus, unwittingly, the 
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old Professor is revealing to us that he, too, is not 
above egoism. But he proceeds: “Such thoughts 
about my children poison me. What is the good 
of them? To cherish an evil feeling against ordi- 
nary people because they are not heroes, is only 
possible for a narrow and venomous man. Enough 
of that.” This extract shows with what an in- 
sight Chehov succeeded in getting characters to 
reveal themselves, even to give themselves away, 
but nevertheless to retain the sympathy of the 
reader. In The Wife he gets a middle-aged man 
to relate his own story, and narrate it pretty 
favourably so far as he himself is concerned; but, 
despite that, the reader soon perceives that he is 
a most trying man to live with, and that the tale 
is really, among other things, an unconscious ex- 
planation on the part of the narrator of the cold- 
ness and hostility which his trying personality pro- 
vokes in every one with whom he comes in contact. 
A similar instance occurs in The Story of an Un- 
known Person. We have a specimen of irony 
there which, though not being really good, is yet 
sufficiently stimulating to be worth noting down, 
and while Chehov would not have used it for his 
own purposes (it is too cold to be really good), he 
yet gets a fitting character to use it to advantage. 
At the same time he gets another character (the 
narrator, who, while not conscious of his own 
limitations, is very conscious of the limitations of 
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the other fellow, and particularly dislikes his horse- 
laughter, cold irony, and so forth) to disdain the 
whole performance. Orlov, the solitary young 
man of independent means, has been unpleasantly 
surprised by the sudden arrival of his mistress; 
and this conversation is exchanged between him 
and his bachelor friends: 


Pekarski, continuing to profess amazement, 
drummed the table with his fingers, and said: 

“T still don’t understand you both. You’re not 
a student and she’s not a dressmaker’s apprentice. 
You are both with means. I consider you could 
have hired her a separate flat.” 

“No, I couldn’t. You read Turgenev.” 

“Why should I read him? Ive already read 
him.” 

“Turgenev in his works teaches that every lofty, 
honest-thinking maiden should go with the man 
she loves to the end of the world and serve his 
idea,” said Orlov, wrinkling his eyes ironically. 
“The end of the world—that is licentia poetica; 
the whole world with all its corners is situated in 
the flat of the lover. Therefore not to live with 
the woman who loves you in the same flat means 
to deny her her high destiny and not to share her 
ideals. Yes, my dear fellow, Turgenev wrote it, 
and I have to eat his stew for him.” 

“What's Turgenev got to do with it, I don’t 
know,” said Gruzin softly, and shrugged his 
shoulders. “But do you remember, Georges, how 
he walks in The Three Encounters l\ate in the 
evening somewhere grees and suddenly hears: 
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Vieni pensando a me segretamente!” Gruzin 
sang. “Good!” 


And so Chehov’s calm is a deceptive calm, 
achieved by playing off diverse emotions and ideas 
(or, more properly, emotional ideas) one against 
the other. But that this should be so goes to the 
production of that artistically sublime illusion, that 
there is always more than the utmost of what he 
himself could possibly imply. 


IV 


Chehov excels in group emotions. In his plays 
this is particularly noticeable. The company on 
the stage, as indeed in life, is to all purposes an 
ensemble of solitary souls. That no individual 
can wholly and continuously understand the mood 
of another individual at the time, because he is 
more particularly concerned with his own, is a 
favoured theme of Chehov’s. When he advised 
writers to be cool in their presentation of emo- 
tional effects, he knew what he was doing: he 
wanted a contrasting background against which to 
reveal the more clearly the tenderness of the emo- 
tion. When, as in real life, one sensibility falls on 
deaf ears, that is, on a momentarily different 
sensibility, then they both together, or severally, 
shine brighter. He plays off one mood against an- 
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other, and so creates a group mood—his own, 
which he transfers to the audience. This is one 
of the differences between life and art: in life 
_ the group mood is casual; in art, intentional. In 
_ Chehov it is intentionally casual; but the inten- 
_ tion is hidden from us: this is good art. When 
we perceive how well it is hidden, we say: “But 
_ this is superb art!’ For it is at once like life and 
dike art. 
| The old man in the Sea-Gull walks perpetu- 
_ ally among the others, but is alone, as in fact each 
_ one of them is essentially alone. “As I shall lie 
in the grave alone, so in fact I live alone.” He 
talks of wanting to go and live in town. “Of 
course, it’s better in town. You sit in your study, 
_ the footman lets no one in without announcing 
him, there’s a telephone . . . cabs in the street, 
andall .. .” ‘The doctor looks upon his crav- 
_ ing for diversion as a triviality. And the old man 
answers: “You are satiated and indifferent, and 
_ therefore have a tendency towards philosophy, 
_ while I want to live, and therefore drink wine for 
dinner and smoke cigars and all.” He had in his 
q youth wanted two things: to be a writer and to 
_ get married. But he got neither of the things he 
wanted, but became an “actual states-councillor” 
_ —a rank that he never sought. The old army doc- 
tor in the Three Sisters complains that he never 
_ managed to get married because his life flashed 
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by like lightning, and is answered by Andrei, who 
has found marriage come somewhat short of his 
early expectations: “One shouldn’t marry. One 
shouldn’t, because it’s dull.” Masha, in the Sea- 
Gull, talks of her unrequited love; but nobody 
cares. The actress talks of her successes all 
through the scoring at a card-party. Nobody 
cares. You feel that each individual, no matter 
how sprightly he may be in his talk, is essentially 
lonely: each individual soul is three-quarters iso- 
lated. And so it is. 

In what subtle emotional orchestration Chehov’s 
sensibility manifests itself is shown by a passage 
like this, from the Sea-Gull. A mother, in a 
momentary flash of anger, actually resorts to the 
use of the very words which she had learnt only 
a moment since, in a casual conversation with her 
brother, were the most painful ones for her son 
to endure. He hits back, and then, suddenly, 
bursts into tears; and, after pacing the floor again 
in her excitement, she too cries, kisses him fondly, 
and asks him to forgive her. But when, in the 
effusion of emotion with which he unburdens his 
soul to her, he tells her that his unhappiness is 
mainly due to his having lost the affection of the 
girl he loves, she quickly tires of it. Her own 
lover happens to be a rival of her son with the girl 
in question, and he had actually challenged her 
lover to a duel on that account; and the mother, 
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forgetful of her spasm of motherly love of a while 
ago, and unmoved by her son’s love-affair, even 
takes this opportunity to extract a promise from 
him that he will not challenge her lover. 

It reveals something of the instability, the flim- 
siness of emotion, the intertanglement of moral 
values, which seem like waves on the sea: now 
high, now low, merely of a specific, not intrinsic 
value. I am powerless to convey the full effect of 
such passages with which indeed his plays are 
packed—the rainbow of emotion, the waves of 
tears and laughter, sullenness and meanness, and 
sudden angers, and sudden generosities, as the 
people brush against each other’s sensibilities with 
the casualness so natural of real life that it is, 
moreover, a sheer delight to examine his deliberate 
method of making it appear so. The glimpses 
we thus get convince us that what we see is casual, 
devoid of any strain of artistry: but what artistry 
it is to make us feel so; and when we understand 
the artistry our pleasure is enhanced. ‘The 
glimpses are more than glimpses of what they im- 
mediately reveal: they flare up, and suddenly, as 
by a flash of lightning in the night, reveal the 
depths of human nature down to the essentials. 
There is a seemingly casual reference to a cab, 
a dog, a brooch, but suddenly the heavens are split 
in twain and you behold the vistas of the uni- 
verse: the foundations of society shake, totter, and 
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you see deeper into the very heart of psycho- 
logical phenomena, down to the common denomi- 
nator of the human soul. 

“But everybody talks about our marriage,” 
Varya, in the Cherry Orchard, says to Anya, who 
has only just arrived with her spendthrift mother 
from abroad; ‘everybody congratulates me, and 
there’s nothing in it at all, it’s all like a dream. 
(In another tone.) You've got a brooch like a 
bee.”” Anya answers sadly: “Mother bought it.” 
Then goes into her room and talks lightly, like 
a child: “In Paris I went up in a balloon!’ And 
each of the three references sets up, for one 
instant only, a separate, far-reaching, emotional 
reality that, like a thread, goes through their 
lives even outside the technical compass of the 
play, and in the play itself is at this or other point 
crossed and joined by other psychological threads 
in the counterpoint of group emotion. 

Kuligin, the self-satisfied but amiable school- 
master in the Three Sisters, whose wife is gradu- 
ally becoming bored with him, speaks thus: 


To-day is Sunday, the day of rest, therefore let 
us rest, let us enjoy ourselves each according to 
his age and station. The carpets should be put 
away for the summer till winter-time. . . . Use 
Persian powder or naphthalin. . . . The Ro- 
mans were healthy because they knew how to 
work and how to rest; they had mens sana 
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im corpore sano. Their life flowed according 
to certain forms. Our Headmaster says: The 
chief thing in life is its form. . . .* Whatever 
loses its form, ends—and in our every-day life it’s 
the same (takes Masha round the waist, laugh- 
ingly). Masha loves me. My wife loves me. 
And the window-blinds also, with the carpets 

. . . To-day I am jolly, in the best of moods. 
Masha, at four o’clock we are due at the Head- 
master’s. There’s a walk being got up for the 
pedagogues and their families. 

MaAsua. I’m not going. 

Kvuuicin (gr ieved). Dear Masha, why not? 

MAsua. We'll talk of it afterwards : 
(angrily). Very well, Tll go, only leave me 
alone, please . . . (goes aside). 

Kutietn. And then the evening we'll spend 
at the Headmaster’s. In spite of his ill-health, 
this man tries above all things to be sociable. An 
excellent, lofty personality. A wonderful man. 
Yesterday, after the meeting, he says to me: 
“T’m tired out, Fyodor Ilyich! Tired out! (looks 
at the clock on the wall, then at his own watch). 

Your clock is seven minutes fast. Yes, he says, 


(>? 


I am tired out! 


This little passage alone reveals the comi- 
tragedy of their relations, as his wife’s boredom 
is thrown up into relief by the schoolmaster’s com- 
placeney and dullness. Nor is the fact of his 
sympathy for his chief lost sight of: we learn 
afterwards, casually of course, that the school- 
master, if no one else in the group, “gets on.” 
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There is something merciless and blindly cruel in 
people’s misunderstandings of their fellows’ sensi- 
bilities which Chehov never loses sight of. 


a 
v) 
—" 
By a few strokes Chehov manages to make his 
people live. This is how, in the course of two 


sentences, he makes us visualise the little boy in 


The Darling: 


The veterinary’s wife arrived—a thin, plain 
lady, with short hair and a peevish expression. 
With her was her little Sasha, a boy of ten, 
small for his age, blue-eyed, chubby, with dim- 
ples in his cheeks. And scarcely had the boy 
walked into the yard when he ran after the eat, 
and at once there was the sound of his gay, joyous 
laugh. 


It is touches like this, strokes of this kind, that 
get at the heart of a character. In The Steppe 
there is an equally delightful picture of a little 
boy arriving at a strange house where he is hence- 
forth to live; and in one or two sentences the 
scene is made more true than life itself. The little 
boy sits at a table with his hostess, who sews and 
keeps on dropping her thimble under the table, 
whereupon her little daughter crawls down to 
get it for her and each time remains for long un- 
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der the table to examine with curiosity the legs 
of the little new arrival. In Anna on the Neck 
the character of the old husband is amplified by 
such strokes as this. In a theatre, during the in- 
terval, his young wife on his arm, he would stroll 
up to the refreshment bar, squeeze a pear in his 
hand, and having asked the price of it, say, ‘“In- 
deed?” and put it back again. 

Nor must the Darling with her affection for 
_ the little boy she has adopted be overlooked. This 
is the story which Tolstoy confessed he could not 
read without tears. 


Olenka talked to him and gave him tea. Her 
heart warmed, and there was a sweet ache in her 
bosom, as though the boy had been her own child. 


She who had in turn been interested only in 
the profession of her first husband, then only in 
that of her second, always to the exclusion of all 
else, would now talk of nothing but what re- 
lated to the little boy; and when she went to the 
market she would talk of how difficult it was 
nowadays for little boys at school, and how exi- 
gent the teachers had become, and so on. 


‘Then he would go down the street to school, a 
little figure, wearing a big cap and carrying a 
satchel on his shoulder. Olenka would follow 
him noiselessly. 

“Sashenka!”’ she would call after him, and she 
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would pop into his hand a date or a caramel. — 
When he reached the street where the school was, — 
he would feel ashamed of being followed by a_ 
tall, stout woman; he would turn round and say: 

“You'd better go home, auntie. I can go the 
rest of the way alone.” 


The story ends on the same touchingly delight- 
ful note: 


At three o’clock they had dinner together; in 
the evening they learned their lessons together 
and cried. When she put him to bed, she would 
stay a long time making the sign of the cross 
over him and murmuring a prayer; then she would 
go to bed and dream of that far-away misty future 
when Sasha would finish his studies and become 
a doctor or an engineer, would have a big house 
of his own with horses and a earriage, would 
get married and have children. . . . She would 
fall asleep still thinking of the same thing, and 
tears would run down her cheeks from her closed 
eyes, while the black cat lay purring beside her, 
“Mrr, mrr, mrr.” 


And this is the concluding sentence: 


She would go back to bed thinking of Sasha, 
who lay sound asleep in the next room, sometimes 
crying out in his sleep: 

“Tl give it you! Get away! Shut up!” 


The temptation to quote grows irresistible, as 
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I write. This is the worst of writing about 
Chehov: he has an inexhaustible fund of particu- 
lar delights, and one would fain quote them all. 
Examples will not do justice to him. To schedule 
them would appear a painful process. Perhaps 
critical studies should not be written. It appals 
me to think of what I have left untouched. I 
have said next to nothing of that masterpiece, A 
Dreary Story, written at the age of twenty-nine. 
There is in it a mood—the indirect communica- 
tion of a particularly deadly kind of anxiety to 
two other human beings at a distance, a piece of 
psychology beautifully handled. I have said noth- 
ing of the nervous, tragic atmosphere in The 
Story of an Unknown Person, as the pseudo- 
valet, with his head still wet from the snow—he 
had run out into the street bareheaded—rushes 
back to his room and ponders upon his departure. 
“The large windows with the dark curtains, the 
bed, the crumpled dress-coat on the floor, and the 
wet footprints from my boots, looked at me 
sternly and sadly. And the stillness was a pe- 
culiar one.” Nor have I mentioned his mood in 
Venice during convalescence. . . . But let me 
better pass on to the last section of this essay— 
Chehov’s thematic method of construction. 
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His works are built up as though they were 
Wagnerian operas—on Leitmotifs. ‘These themes 
are principally determined by the fact that each 
character in Chehov is, as I have said, an isolated 
soul that, in essentials, lives alone in a world of 
its own creation through which it looks upon the 
life “that is” in a misty, half-uncomprehending 
way; and the blend, the clash, the incongruity of 
it is what moves us: there is beauty in that blend 
of comicality and pathos. There is Madame 
Ranevskaya, the owner of the Cherry Orchard, 
who has a world of her own—one can feel it 
plainly throughout the play—and only every now 
and then she comes down to earth to face reality, 
but not for long. And there is Anya, her daughter 
of seventeen, who also has her world and her 
“new life’; and there is the poor “eternal stu- 
dent,” who lives mostly outside the present. 
And what each thinks about he lets out in- 
advertently between relevant sentences in the 
colloquial way, and—strangely—it so happens 
that what matters to him most is to appear 
irrelevant to the company in which he lives. In 
the Sea-Gull the young teacher always broods 
over his poverty and the fact that he has to 
keep a family on twenty-three roubles a month, 
while the estate-agent is always lost in reminis- 
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cence of theatrical news of the past generation. 
Thus, when the estate-agent relates how a famous 
bass, Silva, once took the low C, and a church 
cantor in the gallery consternated every one by 
booming out “Bravo, Silva!’ a whole octave 
lower, the teacher only asks: “And what is the 
pay of a church cantor?’ 

The thematic construction is nowhere more ap- 
parent than in his plays. There is the young doc- 
tor’s theme in Uncle Vanya, “Those who will live 
one or two hundred years after us.” This is how 
he puts it in the course of a narration in the first 
act when he relates how a patient died before him 
under chloroform: “I sat down, closed my eyes— 
like that, and thought: those who will live one or 
two hundred years after us, and for whom we are 
now treading the path, will they remember us 
gratefully?’ He takes up the theme again in the 
fourth act, thus: “Those who will live one or 
two hundred years after us, and who will despise 
us for having lived our lives so stupidly and so 
tastelessly—they may perhaps find the means to 
be happy, but we. . . . You and I have but one 
hope. The hope that when we shall sleep in our 
graves, we shall see visions, perhaps even pleasant 
ones.” And at the conclusion of the play Sonia 
takes up a theme which may, in part, be said to 
flow out of the theme I have quoted: “. . . and 
there, beyond the grave, we shall say that we 
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had suffered, that we had cried, that our lot 
had been bitter, and God will take pity on us, and 
both of us, uncle, dear uncle, shall see a life lofty 
and tender and beautiful, we shall know gladness 
and look on our present predicaments, with affec- 
tion, a smile—and we shall rest.” It runs on: 
“We shall rest! We shall hear angels, we shall 
see heaven all diamonds, we shall see how all evil 
drowns in the mercy that shall engulf the whole 
world, and our life will be peaceful and tender and 
sweet, like a caress. 


This passage is strikingly beautiful in the origi- 
nal. And it is interesting to note here that the 
particular element which lends it (and the final 
passages in the Three Sisters) its peculiar, dis- 
turbing beauty is perhaps the inadequacy, almost 
falseness, of the consolation. In the final passages 
of the Three Sisters that particular emotional 
effect is even more crushing because, whereas 
Sonia, in Uncle Vanya, for the moment is really 
fervent about the things which are to make up 
for her thwarted life, the three sisters are not so 
sure of their consolations: hence the more disquiet- 
ing effect of Olga’s final speech in the Three 
Sisters—to which, however, I shall presently re- 
turn. But there is, of course, an alternative (or 
even a simultaneous) interpretation of the final 
passage from Uncle Vanya, since Chehov never 
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disclaimed the possibility of immortality for the 
individual soul, if only as part of the ‘“‘world soul,” 
or something of that sort, something necessarily 
vague, of course. Chehov’s attitude was that he 
did not know one way or the other, but that he 
suspected that there may be a way which, by our 
present standards of logic, was neither one way 
nor the other, but somehow utterly another. Was 
it Ibsen who said that one can believe and doubt 
at the same time? At worst, extinction itself was 
a sort of bliss. 

In the Sea-Gull Masha’s mother complains to 
Doctor Dorn, with whom she is in love, I think 
in the first or second act: “Our time is passing.” 
In the third act, when she assists at the departure 
of the great actress and is reproved by her for 
crying, she answers: “Our time is passing.” 
She takes a pathetic view of love; hence her tender 
solicitude over her daughter’s unrequited love. 
The schoolmaster’s theme in the Three Sisters 
relates to the Head-master’s character, and he 
seems to be so concerned about his chief 
throughout the three preceding acts that one is 
not surprised to learn in the course of the last 
act that he has been promoted to the position of 
assistant head-master. One is reminded at in- 
tervals that Soléni does not forget, even if we 
do, that he is like Lermontov, by his quotations 
from the poet. The old doctor’s theme is that 
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“perhaps we only think that we exist, when actu- 
ally we don’t,” and that nothing matters. He 
shakes his head and mutters: “It’s all the same! 


It’s all the same!’ And there is the old deaf mes- 


senger who comes round at intervals with docu- 
ments to sign and is ever waved aside by Andrei, 
whereupon he complains at last: “That’s what 
documents are for, to be signed.”” He comes on 
again later and pleads: “Andrei Sergeievich, it 
isn’t as if the documents were mine, they are 
official. I didn’t make them.” To which Andrei 
replies by a long soliloquy: “Oh, what has be- 
come of my past, and where is it?” and so forth 
in this strain, till he concludes with a question 
addressed sharply to the waiting messenger: 
“What do you want?’ “What? Documents want 
signing,” says the deaf old man. And this is 
answered with: “I’m tired of you.” The play 
concludes with the documents still unsigned. 
Irina has her “beautiful thoughts”; Moscow 
is the pivot on which her existence turns. The 
curtain falls on her in the second act as she wails 
all alone in her misery: “To Moscow! To 
Moscow! ‘To Moscow!” And towards the end 
of the third act she tells her sister Olga that she 
had been always waiting till they should be set- 
tled in Moscow, where her real life would begin. 
She implores her sisters to go to Moscow, where 
they had lived as children before their late father, 
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a general, had settled in the provinces. But they 
never get to Moscow, and one knows beforehand 
that, even if they did, it would be no solution of 
their essential problem. Nor is the reason why 
they cannot get off to Moscow by any means in- 
surmountable: it is simply that for a thousand 
minor reasons they cannot get themselves to go 
there. One of the reasons is that their beloved 
brother Andrei is contemplating becoming a pro- 
fessor at the University of Moscow, and their 
plan is to remove to Moscow when the time comes 
for Andrei to hold the chair. But in the course 
of years Andrei falls in love with a local pro- 
vineial girl, who, when he marries her, usurps 
the place of mistress of the household, and under 
the influence of provincial slackness he gradually 
abandons his professorial ambitions and takes up 
municipal duties, which largely consist of signing 
the documents which the deaf old messenger 
brings to his home. And as the years advance 
Andrei takes firmer root in the provincial town, 
and, like him his fascinating but now gradually 
withering three sisters take up uncongenial work, 
and as they are growing older, provincial life is 
gradually drying them up, and they will, despite 
their fading hopes, perish slowly where they are. 
Yet they are all remarkable and singularly fasci- 
nating women, who should have been destined to 
lead more interesting lives. The drama is that the 
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people in this play go through their lives hesitat- 
ing, conscious of its shortness and its consequent 
lost opportunities. For some of them it has al- 
ready “flashed by like lightning,” and they are full 
of regrets for the things they have left undone, 
and those who are in their full bloom are too 
wise, too sensitive, too apprehensive not to be 
aware that a similar fate awaits them: they are 
wretched because they are not doing things, not 
living fully, while life is passing by, and they 
cannot make up their mind “to live” for fear that 
their choice, which in the nature of things must 
needs exclude alternatives, may not be the real 
important one after all: They can do nothing 
because there are too many things that they could 
do. It would be better for them if they were dull 
and stupid; but they are represented to be the 
“feeler” of creative evolution. They are types 
and individuals at the same time. They tell a 
friend that their knowledge of foreign languages, 
for example, is a useless luxury in their pro- 
vincial town, and are answered by the philosophi- 
cally minded Colonel Vershinin that there is not 
a town, however dull, where an educated person 
is not an asset. “Let us assume,” he tells them, 
“that among the one hundred thousand people 
of this coarse and backward town there are only 
three like you. Naturally, you will not conquer 
the dark mass which surrounds you; in the course 
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of your life, little by little, you will have to give 
way and lose yourselves in the crowd, life will 
stifle you, but still you won’t have vanished, won’t 


% have gone without leaving a trace; after you there 


might come already six like yourselves, then 
twelve, and so on, until, finally, people like you 
will prevail.” And as the play unfolds one is 
made aware how gradually and very slowly their 
lives have been changing; the progress of their 
years alone has been swift, the change in them 
has been infinitesimal. There is a tragic beauty 
about the three sisters, for they are too fine, too 
exquisitely sensitive for personal happiness. They 
go on working humbly, teaching with success, 
serving the purpose of the future happiness of 
mankind as much as lies in them to serve, and 
destined to die with their longings unsatisfied. 
Throughout there runs Colonel Vershinin’s 
theme: “In two or three hundred years’ time 
life on this earth will be unimaginably beautiful 
and wonderful,” and so on. This motif is first 
sounded by him soon after his appearance in the 
first act, and then recurs through all the succeed- 
ing three acts of the drama. In the second act 
he says: “Well, if we can’t have any tea, let’s 
philosophise, at any rate. . . . Let us medi- 
tate . . . about life as it will be after our time,” 
and so on. In the third act he comments on the 
effect of the fire that has broken out in the town: 
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pen many years ago when an enemy made a | 


sudden attack, and looted, and burned. . . . 
And at the same time what a difference there 
really is between the present and the past! And 
when a little more time has gone by, in two or 
three hundred years, perhaps, people will look 
at our present life with just the same fear, and 
the same contempt, and the whole past will seem 
clumsy and dull, and very uncomfortable, and 
strange. Oh, indeed, what a life there will be, 
what a life! . . . There are only three persons 
like you in the town just now, but in future gener- 
ations there will be more and more, and still 
more, and the time will come when everything 
will change and become as you would have it, 
people will live as you do, and then you too will 
go out of date; people will be born who are better 
than you.’ 

Contrariwise to this, as if following the rule of 
counterpoint, there runs the theme of Baron 
Tuzenbach: “After our time people will fly about 
in balloons, the cut of one’s coat will change, per- 
haps they'll discover a sixth sense and develop it, 
but life will remain the same, laborious, mysteri- 
ous, and happy. And in a thousand years’ time 
people will still be sighing: ‘Life is hard! and 
at the same time they'll be just as:afraid of 
death, and unwilling to meet it, as we are.” 
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In the first act Masha says about her dead 


mother: “Do you know, I’m beginning to forget 
her face. We'll be forgotten in just the same 


way.” And Colonel Vershinin replies: “Yes, 
they'll forget us. It’s our fate, it can’t be helped. 
A time will come when everything that seems 
serious, significant, or very important to us, will 
be forgotten, or considered trivial.” A little later 
Irina says to Baron Tuzenbach: “You say that 
life is beautiful. Yes, but if it only seems so! 
The life of us three hasn’t been beautiful yet; it 
has been stifling us as if it were weeds.” 'Towards 
the end of the third act Irina sobs: “Where? 
Where has everything gone? Where is it all? O, 
my God, my God! I’ve forgotten everything, 


everything. . . . I don’t remember what is the 
Italian for window or, well—for ceiling. .. . 


I forget everything, every day I forget it, and life 
passes and will never return, and we'll never go 
away to Moscow . . . I see that we'll never go. 

. . Tm already twenty-three, Tve been at 
work for a long while, and my brain has dried up, 
and I’ve grown thinner, plainer, older, and there 
is no relief of any sort and time goes and it seems 
all the while as if I were going away from the real, 
the beautiful life, farther and farther away, down 
some precipice. I’m in despair, and I can’t un- 
derstand’ how it is that I am still alive, that I 


 haven’t killed myself.” 
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This is, I need hardly say, the embryo of the 
theme that cumulates in a kind of stifled parox- 
ysm which, by reason of the restraint placed on the 
emotions, is enhanced tenfold, indeed carried to 
the highest pitch and made well-nigh intolerable 
in the concluding passages, as the receding sounds 
of the military bands convey to our mind the 
marching off of the artillery brigade, and the three 
sisters, over-sensitive for their surroundings, find 
themselves alone once more. And though the bri- 
gade which is now departing to the strains of mili- 
tary music had caused no solution of their intimate 
problems, and though the presence of the officers 
who have bidden farewell to them had settled 
nothing, and such incidents as the fire that had 
broken out one night had only caused them to 
sit up till dawn, so serving as a_ background 
against which the better to set off their several 
emotions, yet, now that the last distraction has 
gone with the departed regiment, the climax is 
achieved. Even the news of the Baron’s death in 
the duel is no real surprise to them: it is only in 
keeping with the unavailing nature of their plans; 
now they will certainly never go to Moscow. 

It is a day of late autumn; the air is trans- 
parent and the outline of trees in the garden is 
sharp. The sky is pale, with a warning of winter, 
but it is not yet cold. The three sisters are stand- 
ing on the open terrace, pressing against each 
other. 
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MAsua. Oh, how the music plays! They are 
leaving us, one has quite left us, quite and for 
ever. We remain alone, to begin our life over 
again. We must live . . . we must live. ; 

Irina (puts her head on Olga’s bosom). A 
_ time will come when every one will know what all 
_ this is about, what all this suffering is for, 
_ there will be no more mysteries, but meanwhile 
we must live . . . work, only work! ‘To-mor- 


4 row I will go away alone, I shall teach at the 


school and give my whole life to those who may 
want it. Now it’s autumn, it will soon be 
winter, the snow will cover everything, and I shall 
be working, I shall be working. 


The emotion that has by now accumulated 
would be enough to overwhelm mountains. But 
Chehoy was not an artist for nothing: in the few 
simple, colloquial sentences that follow, wherein, 
as in all great art, the particular is identified with 
the universal, there is compressed such stifling 
intensity of yearning that in a spiritual sense we 
gasp for breath. Here is your “ ‘trigger’ process, 
the release of enormous forces by some tiny 
movement”: 


Ouca (embracing both sisters). The bands are 
playing so gaily, so bravely, and one longs to live. 
O, my God! Time will pass on, and we shall 
depart for ever, they will forget us, forget our 
faces, voices, and how many there were of 
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Granted they recognise the purpose of “modern 
culture” that is to culminate in the clear knowl- 
edge of the spirit of God some day, but not yet 
awhile, are they not to be allowed a squeak for 
their individual soul if it is to perish on the thresh- 
hold of a kingdom in which they shall have no 
part; are they not to be allowed a doubt to kindle 
their faith as a draught kindles a fire? Faith and 
doubt lie beyond each other—on whichever note 
you choose to end your little sermon. But here, too, 
Chehov goes one step farther, and blends the note 
of race-hopefulness with a kind of personal weari- 
ness. The passage runs on, the intensity of yearn- 
ing gaining in contrast by the ineffectual meekness 
of the consolation: 


. . but our suffering will turn to joy for 
those who will live after us, peace and happiness 
will reign on earth, and they will remember us 
with kindly sayings and bless those who are living 
now. O, dear sisters, our life is not yet at an end. 
Let us live! The bands are playing so gaily, so 
gladly, and it seems that in another little while we 
shall know why we are living, why we are suffer- 
ing. . . . If we could know, if we could know! 


We are living on a higher plane; the atmos- 
phere, as if before a thunderstorm, is charged with 
universal omen. Yet Chehov, true to life, does 
not allow them to hold forth from the house-top: 
the three sisters speak half-audibly, as if each 
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spoke to herself, and the other people present act 
in contrasting mood. Only a few moments earlier 
the old army doctor Chebutikin had been singing 
softly to himself the well-worn refrain, “Tara-ra- 
boom-de-ay; this is our washing day’”—a trashy 
tune; which only throws into relief the mood of 
the three sisters, the most searching of which the 
human heart is capable. The music the while has 
been growing fainter and fainter. The dull, com- 
placent schoolmaster, who told Irina that her wish 
to lose herself in public work was “something 
not serious,” and who boasted. that he had got on 
because, unlike most people, he was intelligent, 
now brings out the hat and coat for his despondent 
wife Masha; they are going home, and he is smil- 
ing happily. Andrei, the would-be professor, 
wheels out the perambulator with the baby. 


CHEBUTIKIN (sings softly). 'Tara-ra-boom- 
de-ay . . . this is our washing day . . . (reads 
the paper). It’s all the same! It’s all the same! 

Oxea. If we could know, if we could know! 


CURTAIN 


[207] 


. 


